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Foreword 


andhi Centre of Science and Human Values of Bharatiya 
Vidya Bhavan has been endeavoring to inculcate in the 
| youth a respect for Indian culture, Human Values and for Science 
' and Scientific temper through its publications and other 
| programmes. The publications are more than fortyfive, written 
_ by persons with deep scholarship and erudition. 


We are confident that these books help the young maintain 
their identity inspite of the onslaught of globalisation, IT revolution 
and influence of electronic media. 


I can make a special mention of the series - ‘Sanskrit-lore for 
the Young’ in ten volumes (in Kannada), which has been hailed 
as a unique effort by many knowledgeable persons. The publishing 


| of an English version of this series is on the cards. 


| Sarojini Naidu, the Nightingale of India has been immortal for 
\ her contribution as a poet, statesman, leader and a charismatic 
| person. She is unforgettable in the history of our struggle for 
| freedom. 


1 Dr. Pramila Lochan has written the biography of this great 
) lady in her unique way - a garland of anecdotes which makes the 
book interesting. | 

I am happy to place this in the hands of the readers. I thank 
) Dr. Pramila for permitting the Centre to bring out this book. 


Raja Ramanna 
Chairman. 


Preface 


arojini Naidu has been a famous Indian leader in the 
days of the freedom movement. Apart from her 
achievements as a child prodigy and poet of international 


renown her multifaceted personality could be a model for the | 


youth of to day for the sheer grit, integrity and leadership 
qualities she possessed. It would not be out of place to say 
that she exemplifies the Indian womanhood at all its 
possibities of evolution. Gandhi Centre of Science and 
Human Values of Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan is interested in 
providing models for our youth to emulate as the environment 
that prevails around them might not be very inspiring. 


Dr. H. K. Ranganath, Hon. Director (erstwhile) entrusted 
the job of writing a concise biography of Sarojini Naidu to 
Dr. Pramila Lochan who has established herself as a 
freelance journalist and researcher in the fields of art, 
literature and music, in a short period. She has produced an 
interesting book as a result of deep research and field work. 


Dr. Sarojini Naidu's poems - which are not easily 
accessible to readers today find suitable places in the 
book which enrich the quality and readability of the 
book. The centre remains grateful for her contribution & 
hopes that youngsters will get motivated by reading this 
small but valuable book. I wish Dr. Lochan success in her 
quest for knowledge. 
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iii 
t Dr. Raja Ramanna, our beloved chairman has adorned 
i the book with his insightful introduction. 
: Sreeranga Printers have done an exquisite job of 
| printing as they always do. 
I offer my gratitude to Dr. Pramila Lochan, Dr. Raja 
5 Ramanna & the press for making this publication rich 
4 and useful. | 
May the youth read this and get inspired. 


| Bangalore B.S. Gundu Rao 
f 08.08.2003 Deputy Director 


Prologue 


He is a hole that lets the sawdust out of a stuffed 
shirt. That’s a popular quote. Come to think of it and it 
certainly is a foolproof method, not literally though. We all 
know that humour has forever been man’s best antidote. To 
develop a fine sense of humour is an art in itself and blessed 
are those who can gracefully laugh at themselves. 


Four years ago when I was offered this project I had no 
hesitation in acknowledging my acceptance since I had 
nothing to lose and everything to gain. Life is about coping 
with smiles and tears and what better example could one find 
but of Sarojini’s? She is a representation of one who has lived 
life in true earnestness. For the women of the new millennium, 
Sarojini is a remarkable exemplar of creating the right balance 
between the home and career. Her courage to pursue her 
dreams, stand by values, her creative ability, her fearlessness 
and compassion to all and intellectual genius are sources of 
inspiration peppered with her inimitable humour. 


Compiling anecdotes for this book has been an extremely 
enlightening and rewarding experience. It gave me a 
memorable opportunity of sighting values of life as 
experienced and cherished in daily life. They were qualities I 
recognized not merely in the anecdotes but in a few people 
around me. In times when ideals are not a way of life, it came 
as a rejuvenator and a reassurance that truth prevails, 
eternally. Such a genuineness of purpose and commitment I 


Vv 


/ saw in Dr. H. K. Ranganath, Honorary Director of the Gandhi 
| Centre of Science and Human Values. This book is dedicated 
| to him for giving me an invaluable chance and an 
| unforgettable experience in learning - not merely in writing 
? this book but right through the fifteen years I knew him. 


To compile the anecdotes, various libraries, individuals 
i and institutions were approached. Letters and verses more 
h than fifty years old still have an impact in terms of language 
| and wit. My heartfelt gratitude to Mrs. Chattopadhyay 
) (Trustee), for granting me permission to access the collections © 
{ atthe Sarojini Naidu Trust, Hyderabad. I place on record my 
; sincere acknowledgement to all the sources and authors 
i referred to in this publication. I acknowledge all the literary 
sources for the information gathered in support of this non - 
} commercial venture. I am extremely grateful to Shri. Gundu 
| Rao, Deputy Director and the staff of Gandhi Centre for the 
} personal interest taken. I also thank Prakash Wali for the 
j technical assistance and Prof. P.V.K. Bhat of IGNCA SRC and 
; staff for their support at the appropriate moment. Lastly I 
') acknowledge my family for their unstinted love. 


August 8, 2003 3 - Pramila Lochan 
» Bangalore 
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Sarojini Devi - Introduction 


arojini Devi is well known by different names. 

Originally Sarojini Chattopadhyay, after marriage she 
was acknowledged as Sarojini Naidu. Popularly acclaimed 
with the title "Bulbul-e-Hind" (Nightingale of India) or 
_ Bharat Kokila as Mahatma Gandhi had christened her, to the 
| Nation and her near and dear ones, she was ‘akka’', the elder 
sister. 


A multifaceted woman of many talents her favourite 
| philosophy was to “love and forgive, love and create, love and 
. be free." She held that, "nothing that is good can die." Sarojini 
| devi was a great patriot and freedom fighter, social worker, 
| politician, orator and administrator. She was as much an ideal 
| housewife and poet and through her extraordinary, lyrical 
oratory she could mesmerize audiences. She believed in 
service to others, to face the most difficult situations with 


| courage and conviction and to live in simplicity. With her zest 
‘| for life and indomitable spirit Sarojini faced life with a 'song 


| on her lips and a smile on her face.’ 


Sarojini 1s remembered for her passionate and intense love 
for her family, friends, nation, youth, Hindu-Muslim unity, 
women's rights, nature, poetry, animals, clothes, good food 
} and travel. The present introduction brings forth facets, which 


+ reflect her intense involvement and constant effort as 


peacemaker. Further the anecdotes compiled and poems 
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selected reveal both her passion for work, in living life well 
and her compassion towards all. Perhaps more important, they 
mirror her capacity to never ever desert humour from her life. 
Laughter was her greatest asset, a gift she cherished and 
claimed to have inherited from her father. 


Sarojini Devi was born at Hyderabad on 13th February 
1879 to Dr. Aghorenath Chattopadhyay and Varada Sundari 
Devi. Her father, a scientist, was the founder of The Nizam 
College of Hyderabad. Dr. Chattopadhyay was a learned man, 
with Degrees of Doctor of Science from the Universities of 
Edinburgh and Bonn. Sarojini described her father as a great 
dreamer and alchemist. "The makers of gold are the makers of 
verse, they are the twin creators that way the world's secret 
desire for mystery and what in my father is the genius of 
curiosity is in me the desire for beauty." 


Her mother, beautiful and talented with a sweet voice 
wrote poetry and songs in Bengali. Sarojini being the eldest 
child, had four brothers and three sisters; Virendranath, 
Mrinalini, Bhupendranath, Sunalini, | Ranendranath, 
Harindranath and Suhasini. 


A clever student and with a wide interest, she wrote of her 
early achievement recollecting that she had no special 
hankering to write poetry as a little child, though by nature she 
was rather fanciful and dreamy. Despite her father's 
determination that she should be a great mathematician or 


scientist, it was Sarojini's poetic instinct that she had inherited — 


from her parents which proved stronger. 
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| Childhood 


- Sarojini enjoyed a happy childhood. Her parental home 
) was filled with laughter and joy and she learnt a lot from them 
) and the various people who visited them than at school. 


| After Sarojini's matriculation examination in which she 
4 stood first for the Madras Presidency, her health broke down 
} and she stayed at home for three years. It was evident in those 
: years that Sarojini was more interested in poetry than in 
| mathematics or science. Extremely proud of her poetic 
f achievement at such a young age her father distributed copies 
} of her play in Persian, ‘Maher Muneer'. Reading the play, the 
| Nawab of Hyderabad was greatly impressed and granted her a 
i scholarship to study abroad. At the age of 16 she got admitted 
4 to King's college of England for further studies. 


| But mere academic study had no appeal for her and at the 
} age of nineteen she returned to India. | 


Poetry 


' Sarojini's early years at home, after her matriculation, 
| were the most fruitful. Those years were the happiest to her 
: and it was during this period that she read voraciously and 
| wrote extensively. Even as a child she loved to travel and 
write poetry and at the age of thirteen wrote 'The Traveller's 
Song’. Sarojini's earliest poems, from 1892 to 1896, are 
| printed on rough paper and inscribed in Sarojini's handwriting 
| "Poems by S. Chattopadhyay dated 3rd October 1986." 


_ Her trip to England inspired her further. She was 
| Introduced to two critics Edmund Gosse and Arthur Symons 
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who retained a lifelong friendship with Sarojini. Edmund 
Gosse, one of the leading figures of the English literary scene, 
advised her to be a genuine Indian poet of the Deccan, and not 
a clever machine-made imitator of the English classics. 
Sarojini accepted the advice and in course of time published 
three books in 1905, 1912 and 1917. 


Later Edmund Gosse in his introduction, to her first book, 
said of her, "indeed, I am not disinclined to believe that she is 
the most brilliant, the most original, as well as the most 
correct, of all the natives of Hindustan who have written in 
English." 


Her first book, The Golden Threshold, published in 
London was an instant best seller. 


Arthur Symons wrote of her, "She was wise and would 
listen to the 'troubles and agitations' of others as if she was ‘a 
wise old woman’. She possessed a ‘passionate tranquility of 
mind, before which everything temporary caught fire and 
burnt away in smoke." 


Marriage 


Sarojini's love for Dr. Naidu solemnized into marriage on 
December 2 1898 under the Act of 1872. An interesting 
account of the wedding appeared in a local newspaper: "Mrs. 
Ram Mohan Roy, a Brahmo lady of culture and refinement, 
acted as the bridesmaid and added grace and beauty to the 
solemnity of the occasion. The ceremony opened with a 


prayer by Mr. S. Somasundaram Pillai, B.A; and after the 


prescribed rituals.... Rao Bahadur Pandit Veereshalingam 
Pantulugaru officiated as the minister for the sacred occasion. 
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| After the Minister's charge to the happy couple regarding the 
) responsibilities of life, Dr. Aghorenath gave away the bride 
| and united the pair in holy wedlock..., the marriage being 
- solemnized in the presence of Mr. F.D. Bird, the Register of 
Marriages of Madras Town, Rao Bahadur Pandit 
| Veerasalingam Pantulugaru then pronounced the benediction. 
_ Before the several guests dispersed, refreshments were served 
: and partaken with great cheer amidst toasts and replies in 


) perfect harmony without any distinction of caste. During the 


i short time they spent in the Brahmo Mandir the couple 
| received the congratulations of all friends present and drove 


\ off to the Caper House Hotel where Dr. Govindrajulu Naidu 


| had been staying. This event was unique in the history of the 
) Reform Movement in India. The bridegroom belonged to the 
| Balija community from Madras and the bride, a Bengali 
t Brahmin. 


Talking of her Brahmo Samaj marriage ceremony in 
' Madras, which used Christian Marriage vows, Sarojini has 
| related how when asked; "Wilt thou take this man for your 
) lawful wedded husband?" she replied, "I wilt". 


| Children 

As a young bride of nineteen, Sarojini settled in 
| Hyderabad. Four children were born to her, Jayasurya (1901), 
Padmaja (1902), Ranadheera (1903), and Leilamani (1904). 
| She welcomed them with a poem, 'To my children’ - dedicated 
to each new arrival. The eldest Jayasurya was the "sun of 


__ victory” who was to be the "sun of song and liberty"; Padmaja 
_ was "the lotus maiden"; Ranadheera was the "little lord of 
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battle" who would be "lord of love and chivalry"; and the 
youngest, Leilamani, was the "living jewel of delight." 


Golden Threshold 


Sarojini, despite her later national fame as a poet and a 
politician, was an ideal housewife. A gracious hostess, she 
loved her home and kept it well creating a delightful ambience 
with her artistic taste. The Golden Threshold is a sprawling 
and stately bungalow in the midst of a large garden full of 
trees. This building now houses the Fine Art College affiliated 
to the University of Hyderabad. 


Sarojini found solace in the shelter of her cosy home amid — 


colourful gulmohar and roses and especially after her hectic 
travelling. Once writing to her friend Jawaharlal Nehru, she 
wished he "could share the real delight of being in Hyderabad 
boating on the Mir Alam, or lounging and loafing around and 
meeting the most truly cosmopolitan society in India, which 
needless to say haunts The Golden Threshold even unto four 
generations, beginning with the smallest tiniest generation 
that sits on the floor and shares its cakes with the cat and 
upsets its sherbet on its clothes". She wrote to him asking, 
"Why don't you too go on a strike and hide here?" 


Sarojini's love for animals turned 'Golden Threshold’ into 
an out-and-out zoo. Her brother, Harindranath remembers her 
fascination for a Persian cat and four dogs, which were given 
lovely, exotic names befitting a poet - Ras Taffari, Pavo 
Nourmi, Nicolo Pissano and Dik Dik Mahjong. For some time 
there was even a tiger cub in the 'zoo'. But more distinctive 
was the flock of caged birds, which filled the house with their 
happy chirping that mingled with the children's laughter. 
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| Patriot 

A born leader Sarojini had practised speaking from an 
) early age. She used to gather her brothers and sisters, stand on 
_ achair and tell them stories while they sat around enthralled 
} in her narration. Even as a girl of barely thirteen, she would 
+ every Sunday go to the house next door and lead the prayers 
/ and songs. Once when there was a quarrel in the courtyard she 
} mounted a carriage standing in the driveway and declaimed, 
"they are fools who dare to be in the right with two or three!" 
By 1900 Sarojini felt restless. There were stirrings within 
Sarojini Naidu and as a poet she foresaw her future, which she 
expressed in a long philosophical prose poem, Nilambuja 


"Yes, must I go where the loud world beckons, 
And the urgent drum beat of destiny calls, 

Far from your white domes luminous slumber, 
Far from the dream of your forest walls, 
Into the strife of the throng and the tumult. 

The war of sweet love against folly and wrong.." 


i Her urge to serve the Nation beckoned her to different 
| parts of the country. Her patriotism was enlivened by 
} Gokhale's words to her at the age of twenty-three in 1902. 
' "Consecrate your life, your talent, your song, your speech, 
your thoughts, your charm, to the Motherland." Gokhale was 
' her guru. He influenced her to devote her entire life to the 
_ cause of the nation. He would tell her, "Your function of 
service is to inspire. You are a songbird and must sing to the 
heart of the nation. You are a flame and must act like a beacon 
light of Hope." 
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It was Gokhale who arranged Sarojini's meeting with 
Mahatma Gandhi. From their first meeting in London in 1914, 
Sarojini became one of Mahatma's closest friends, disciple 
and a strong supporter. Gandhi's Satyagraha movement 
inspired Sarojini. Among the first to sign the Satyagraha 
pledge drafted in 1919, Sarojini in turn enthused many young 
leaders with her fiery and brilliant speeches. One such leader 
was Nehru who first met Sarojini at the Indian National 
Congress Session of 1916. Sarojini is known to have shared a 
close camaraderie with the Nehru family and her ‘brother'- 
Jawahar. 


A landmark of modern India, during the Swadeshi 
movement meetings, she would join the choir of ladies 
singing patriotic songs. Her oratory was fused with 
enthusiasm and passion. Her main focus to the end was 
national freedom, emancipation of women, Hindu Muslim 
unity and messages to the youth of India. 


In her message to the Asian countries - Sarojini bid one and 
all to “love and be free.”’ She also pleaded that there was no 
birth and no death. In her words, ‘““We move onward and 
onward, higher and higher till we attain the stars. Who will 
forbid us and say, ‘Halt thus far and no further?’ We do not cry 
for the moon. We pluck it from the skies and wear it upon the 
diadem of Asia's freedom.” 


Hindu - Muslim Unity 


Of her hometown, Hyderabad, Sarojini said, “See how the 
speckled sky burns like a pigeon's throat. Jewelled with 
embers of opal and peridote. 
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See the white river that flashes and scintillates, 
Curved like a tusk from the mouth of the city gates.” 


Hyderabad is a city of Hindu and Muslim cultural 
- confluences. Therefore the love for both communities became 
a part of her very life. Sarojini loved the name 'peacemaker' 
and strove to bring the two communities together. A dedicator 
between the Congress and the Moslem league, even when 
political barriers turned ugly in nature, Sarojini kept in touch 
with her Muslim friends. 


Once while speaking to students on Hindu Muslim unity 
she said, "There are in India two communities (I will not say 
two races), that are separated by what they consider the 
differences of creeds. But you begin to find that 
fundamentally, the teaching means essentially the love of the 
truth, the love of purity, the service of humanity, the search for 
wisdom, the great lessons of self sacrifice, the worship of the 
same transcendent spirit, no matter whether in one language it 
is called Allah, and in another Parameshwar. Antagonism is 
merely the weapon of the ignorant. The nation must be united 
in true brotherhood." 


Education and Youth 


She would state, "Education should not be looked upon as 
so much knowledge in mental store-rooms." During the 
freedom movement she would beseech the students, 
"Mahatma Gandhi is the flute of Shree Krishna that is within 
your hearts and souls. Sacrifice! Sacrifice! Sacrifice!" 
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Sarojini loved talking to the young about their future and 
what they would like to do. Addressing the youth she appealed 
to them, "Even as it is your privilege to be the heirs of the 
glorious yesterdays of the world it is even more your privilege 
and responsibility to be the stewards and trustees of 
tomorrow. You are the inheritors of unfulfilled greatness, and 
we look to you to complete worthily the work that your fathers 
have begun." 


Women's rights 


On one occasion she asked Nayantara Sehgal, "Would you | 


rather be the most brilliant woman in the world or the most 
beautiful?" The quick reply was, "The most beautiful". 
Sarojini replied, "Umph, a true woman." 


Sarojini was an ardent leader and is acclaimed to have 
founded the Women's movement in India. She spoke of 
emancipation of women, their education, social status, 
careers, child marriage, widow marriage, purdah system and 
polygamy. In 1906, Sarojini moved an amendment in favour 
of female education where she changed Hindu to "Indian" as 
she felt there should be no distinction of caste, creed or 
province. The first women's organization to be started on an 
all India basis was the Women's Indian Association 
inaugurated by Margaret Cousins. Sarojini sponsored this 
association from its inception. | 


Once in December 1904, Sarojini journeyed to Bombay to 
attend the 18th Session of the Indian National Conference. A 
great part of the deliberations of the main conference was 
confined almost entirely to the emancipation of women. 


Sarojini Devi | 1] 


Though Sarojini remained silent at this particular meeting, 
she recited a patriotic poem-Ode to India - which was highly 
appreciated. 


It was under the initiative of Sarojini that women in 1926 
were made eligible for membership of legislatures. Though it 
was only by nomination and not by election. Not only did she 
work towards linking the women's movement with the 
national movement but also worked for the unity of Indian 
women with women of other countries. 


Governor 


Sarojini was sworn in as Governor of Uttar Pradesh on 
August 15 1947. She was the first woman Governor heading 
the largest province of independent India. 


Asked to comment on her appointment Sarojini said, "You 
are putting a wild bird in a cage." An outstanding diplomat 
and administrator, Sarojini handled her duties in her 
unconventional style and with wit and humour. Yet she is 
known to have approached each problem with intelligence 
and the people of the State praise her even today. By tradition, 
Government houses all over India had been fastidious and 
every letter promptly acknowledged. Sarojini, on the contrary, 
never cared for the letters that poured in nor would she open 
them. When the secretary placed the daily everyday, she 
would simply put them aside unopened. Letters started piling, 
a phenomenon that had never happened in any Government 
house or office. But she had the uncanny knack of spotting the 
relevant letter and the replies she wrote were crisp, short and 
full of humour. 
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As Governor, Sarojini became Chancellor of the 
Allahabad and other Universities of the State. This gave her 
greater opportunities to interact with students. She spoke with 
authority and elan. Her message was one of joy in the new free 
India. She wanted the students to be worthy of their country, 
which they were born to serve. Her speeches mostly in 
English were a vast store of information, full of wit and satire. 


Sarojini regaled all with anecdotes constantly. Once she 
recalled a meeting at Madras where the Chairman introduced 
her to the audience as "Mrs. Naidu, who is so well known that 
the less said about her, the better." 


In her last days, she mirthfully claimed to be "Governess of 
Uttar Pradesh," and one evening, when after dinner, at the 
Government House, all her Ministers made a simultaneous 
exit, she remarked: "There go my Ministers like a swarm of 
mosquitoes." And on another occasion, referring to the 
indulgence with which the Chief Minister, Pandit Govind 
Vallabh Pant, always treated her, she declared, "Panditji treats 
me as his favourite daughter-in-law." 


During her tenure, Sarojini faced the solemn task of the 
final immersion arrangements of Gandhi's ashes at Allahabad. 
It was one of the most spectacular events and in an exclusive 
interview Sarojini said, "My province holds the most sacred 
rivers of India and I am proud that my people cooperated in 
such a wonderful fashion to make such perfect arrangements 
for the last journey of our beloved Mahatma whose name will 
always illumine the history of humanity with a glory of his 
gospel of love, truth and non-violence." 
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The joys of life 


Sarojini derived immense pleasure from small chores and 
instances in her life. Colour in all shades, for instance, 
intoxicated Sarojini. Her fascination drew inspiration from 
nature and translated into verse, prose and her clothing. One 
of Sarojini's favourite hobbies was to dye saris, and one day, 
her friend found her twisting pieces of her saris and dipping 
them into various colours, making a border. Infact even when 
she went on Khadi campaigns, her Khaddar was often 
coloured and gay. Though she loved silk, for about two years 
during the fervent khadi propaganda days, she wore only 
Khaddar. Even if she was pledged to being strictly Swadeshi 
in all she wore or purchased she never associated "drab white" 
as the only form of clothing Swadeshi could produce. 


According to her friend Sushma Sen, once during a 
meeting of the AIWC, Sarojini noticed, with approval, her 
lovely pair of sandals and beautiful Shantiniketan handbag 
with the Taj engraved on it. Sushma ordered these for her and 
several years later found that Sarojini had still preserved 
them. 


Enjoyment never deserted her even in the midst of the | 


most serious situations. Sarojini loved shopping and good 
food. She would ask her friend. Mrs. S.C. Mookerjee, to take 
her and buy a Dacca sari. Then she would wander about the 
shops and respond cheerfully to the shopkeepers’ welcome- 
Ashun (please come in) Bashun (please sit down). She would 
even visit the butcher's shop personally to buy her dog, 
sausages. . 


ad 
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Besides good food she adored finery. One day Sushma 
Sen, Sarojini Naidu and a Brahmo religious devotee, an 
admirer of Sarojini's, were passing a well-known jeweller's 
shop in Kolkata. Sarojini insisted on stopping and trying on a 
few earrings and eventually bought a pair. This shocked the 
poor missionary and he was silent for the rest of the journey. 
He felt that Sarojini had gone down in his estimation. Mrs. 
Sen explained to him that he should have a larger vision of 
life. 


Even in a sick bed, Sarojini loved to deck herself with 
earrings, necklace and bangles and yet at the same time she 
could give up a lifetime of comfort for the cause of 
independence with a flippant grandeur, saying: "I wouldn't 
mind being sent to jail, if I could be sure of getting a bath 
every day." 


' Friends 


Sarojini deeply cherished her friendship with everybody 
she knew and valued this much more than her poetry or 
politics. She remembered the minutest detail regarding 
friends's family members, their occupation and interests. 
Some of her friends played an important role in her life such 
as Mahatma Gandhi, Gokhale, Margaret Cousins, Jawaharlal 
Nehru, Jinnah, Kasturba and many other family friends. With 
them she shared memorable moments and enjoyed every 
minute spent with them and was always available to them. 


Sarojini, in her homage to Mahatma Gandhi said, 
"Between him and me, friendship began with a jest but has 
grown to be a relationship between a teacher and a disciple, 
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between a father and a daughter, and yet an intimate 
relationship of true comradeship and fellowship, because he 
the saint and I the singer seek the truth in our different ways, 
but strive for the same goal." Sarojini wrote "long love letters" 
as Mahatma called her letters. Wherever she travelled she 
wrote long letters, full of her experiences, to all her friends. 


Gokhale loved cherries and Sarojini provided him with 
these in abundance. She would say to him: "Every man has 
his price and yours is - cherries !" 


She was closely associated with Mohamed Ali Jinnah too. 
It is said that, perhaps next to Gandhiji's the second most 
dominating influence on Sarojini's life was Jinnah's. 


With Rabindranath Tagore, whom Sarojini greatly 
respected, she shared a mutual love for poetry, songs and 
education. She admired his poetry, paintings and loved his 
songs. Among her favourite were ‘Ananda Lake' and 'Ekla 
Chole Re.' 


No physical inconvenience deterred her from a generous 
gesture. On a cold morning, she arrived at the Ahmedabad 
railway station to receive Mrs. Cousins who was the 
President-elect of the Women's Conference. When friends 
remarked about the trouble she had taken, she simply said; "It 
will make her (Cousins) happy”. 


Sarojini enjoyed a great friendship with her Doctors, Dr. 
B.C. Roy and Dr. S.K. Sen, and her other friends with whom 
she stayed while at Calcutta; Nellie Sengupta, Mrs. S.C. 
Mookerjee, Lady Protima Mitter and others - Pherozeshah 
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Mehta, Srinivasa Sastri, Annie Beasant and Maulana Abul 
Kalam Azad. Sarojini had many friends and differences of age 
Or interests did not come in the way of her friendships. 
However demanding her schedule she took care never to 
break an appointment given to a friend. 


An intriguing fact was her knack of disposing the presents 
she received from friends and admirers. Specially when it 
came to saris it was impossible for her to wear all of them. 
And so she would put them in the wardrobe saying. "Also 
worn!" 


Truth, Humour and Harmony 


Throughout her life she strove to maintain truth and 
harmony as peacemaker. She spared no effort to drive home 
the point whenever she was presented an opportunity; in her 
speeches, her relationship with friends and towards her 
country. 


She delivered her speeches in English or Urdu, which was 
like a mother tongue to her, and her oratory was matchless in 
both tongues. She believed that the purpose of all language is 
to express one's thoughts clearly and make others understand. 
If one could do it well in a particular tongue there is no 
meaning in forcing one to speak in a different language. 


Her fame spread throughout the country as a woman of 
great charm and powerful expression. Wherever possible she 
spiced her speeches with infective anecdotes. 


For instance at a meeting she compared the joint family 
system to a "domestic rat". 
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Once her other doctor, S. K. Sen went to a dance recital at 
Delhi and had to leave in a hurry during the intermission. In 
his haste, he stumbled on the foot of a portly, elderly lady. She 
bellowed at him, "Clumsy fool-and don't leave your scarf on 
my lap." Dr. Sen apologized and beat a hasty retreat. That 
same evening, he went to a dinner party, which happened to be 
in Sarojini's honour. He recalled the mishap saying that, 
Sarojini had pulled his leg and told everyone of his clumsy 
escape from an exhibition of poor dancing on the proverbial 
doctor's excuse and how she had condescendingly remarked, 
"And now you have acquired another free patient on your 
list." 


Sarojini recalled many humourous instances in her life. 
Once a young admirer of her poetry who after reading her 
poems, wrote and asked her where she could buy a poetic 
licence. Another young man, in a General Knowledge Quiz, 
declared, "Sarojini Naidu is the widow (instead of window) of 
the Indian National Congress.” 


Career 


For thirty years Sarojini had been associated with the 
national movement and with the women's campaign. Her | 
achievements during her lifetime are remarkable. 


She was the first Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature. 
She received the freedom of the cities of Madras, Calcutta and 
Karachi and was a member of the Bombay Municipality from 
1923-29. She organized flood relief in Hyderabad and was 
awarded Kaiser-i-Hind gold medal. She was instrumental, 
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together with Abul Kalam Azad in bringing a truce between 
the Congress and Swarajists in 1922. Right hand to Mahatma 
Gandhi, she was arrested along with him three times. The first 
time in 1930 and released after the Gandhi - Irwin Pact in 
1931. She was arrested again in 1932 for participating in Civil 
Disobedience and the last time in 1942 after the Quit India 
resolution. 


As India's ambassador and liaison Officer she travelled 
extensively in Europe, America, Canada, Africa and Ceylon. 
She was at the peak of her career in 1947 when she presided 
over the Asian Relations Conference. 


As a poet, her works gained admiration from eminent 
critics. She published her collections in 1896 (Poems), 1905 
(Golden Threshold), 1912 (The Bird of Time), 1917 (The 
Broken Wing), 1930 (Select Poems), 1937 & 1958 (The 
Sceptered Flute) and (The Feather of Dawn). As poet, 
peacemaker and orator she has delivered convocation 
addresses at most leading universities of India. 


February 13, her birthday is celebrated widely as Women's 
Day in women's institutions. A postal stamp has also been 
issued in the name of Sarojini Naidu. Apart from this, several 
colleges, institutions and endowments have been named after 
her. 


When Sarojini was elected President of the Indian 
National Congress, she received worldwide publicity. The 
New York Times said that she was the ‘Joan of Arc’ who rose 
to inspire India and that she was the "Darling of English 
society." 
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| She was the first woman Governor of free India. Extracts 
| of Sarojini's speech on August 15, at the swearing in 
‘| ceremony, stressed the note of freedom in a_ lyrical 
outpouring: 


"Oh, world of free nations, on this day of our freedom we 
pray for your freedom in the future. Ours has been an epic 
struggle, covering many years and costing many lives. It has 
been a struggle, a dramatic struggle. It has been a struggle of 
women transformed into strength they worship. It has been a 
struggle of youth suddenly transformed into power itself and 
) sacrifice and ideals. It has been a struggle of young men and 
b old men, of rich and poor, the literate and the illiterate, the 
4 stricken, the outcast, the leper and the saint. "We are reborn 
today out of the crucible of our sufferings. Nations of the 
World I greet you in the name of India, my mother, whose 
home has a roof of snow, whose walls are of living seas, 
whose doors are always open to you. Do you seek shélter or 
succour, do you seek love and understanding, come to us. 
Come to us in faith, in hope, come to us believing that all gifts 
are ours to give. I give for the whole world the freedom of this 
India, that has never died in the past, that shall be 
indestructible in the future, and shall lead the world to 
ultimate peace." | 


Dr. Radhakrishnan, past President of India, had remarked, 
"Sarojini is notable as a liberal thinker, a literary artist, a 
social reformer and a political fighter. She is the only woman 
in the Hall of Fame in our Parliament." 
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The last hour 


Sarojini lived till the age of 70. She died at 3.30 a.m. on the 
morning of March 2, 1949. 


On her death, Lucknow and all the leaders of the nation 
were steeped in grief. The procession crowd swelled to 
60,000 as they headed to the University Sports ground on the 
bank of the river Gomati. A memorial stands on the bank and 
each new Governor offers his homage here before he takes up 
office. 


Nehru's speech on her death is a revelation in itself. 


Here was a person, vital and vivid. Here was a person 
with so many gifts, but above all with some gifts that made her 
unique. She began life as a poetess. In later years when the 
compulsion of events drew her into the national struggle, she 
did not write much poetry with pen and paper, but her whole 
life became a poem and a song. And she did that amazing 
thing. She infused artistry and poetry into our national 
struggle. She was indeed a pillar of fire and then again she was 
like cool running water, soothing and uplifting and bringing 
down the passion of her politics to the cooler lives of human 
things. She represented in herself a rich culture into which 
flowed various currents, which have made Indian culture as 
great as itis. And so she was while being a very great national 
figure, also truly an internationalist. She stood for the unity of 
India in all its phases. She became the ideal ambassador and 
link between the East and the West and between the various 
parts and groups of India." 
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‘Footprints on the Sands of Time' 


February 13 1879 Birth of Sarojini 


1890 Writes her first poem (eleven years) 

1891 Passes Matriculation (12 years) Stands 
first in the Madras Presidency. 

1892-95 Health breaks down. She stays at home. 

1892 Writes Mehir Muneer & "Travellers oe 
(13 years) 

1893 Writes poems on her birthday and to | 
Edwin Arnold. 

1894 Writes poems inspired by her love for Dr. 
Naidu. 

1895 Receives a scholarship from the Nizam of 


Hyderabad and goes to England for further 
studies. Attends lectures at King's College, 
London. Meets Edmund Gosse. 


1896 Joins Girton College, Cambridge 


University. 


Meets Arthur Symons. Writes several 
poems that were later published in the 
‘Golden Threshold’. 


yes 


1897 


1898 
1898 September 
1898 December 
1901 
1902 
1903 
1904 
1905 September 


1906 


1907-1911 
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Songs by Sarojini Chattopadhyay 
published privately in Hyderabad. 
Contains poems written from 1892-1896. 


Visits Switzerland and Italy. 
Returns to India. 

Marries Dr. Govindarajulu Naidu. 
First child, a son, Jayasurya is born. 
Second child, a daughter, Padmaja. 
Third child, a son, Ranadhira. 
Fourth child, a daughter, Leilamani. 


"The Golden Threshold" - Her first volume 
of poetry was published. She actively 
participates in promoting the Hindu 
Muslim unity. 


Sarojini addresses the Indian Social 
Conference in Calcutta on "The education 
of Indian Woman’ - She moved an 
amendment in this direction and changed 
"Hindu" to "Indian." Speaks at the annual 
session of the Indian National Congress 
in Calcutta. 


Her meetings with Gokhale, her Guru led 
to a memorable relationship (Reminis- 
cences of the Relationship were published 
in the Bombay Chronicle in 1915.) 
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1911 


L912 


1912-1914 
1914 


1914 October 
1915 February 


1916 
1916 
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Awarded the Kaiser-I-Hind gold medal for 
her work in the field of women's 
movement, welfare of Indian students & 
general relief measures. 


Published ‘The Bird of Time' 


Addresses the Muslim League in 
Lucknow. 


Leaves for England due to ill-health. 
Often meets Gokhale in London. 


Made a Member of the Royal Society of 
Literature, an honour, bestowed for the 
first time to an Indian woman. August 8, 
1914 Sarojini had her first meeting with 
Mahatma Gandhi arranged by Gokhale. 
Assists Gandhi. 


Returns to India. 


Sarojini loses her father Dr. Aghorenath 
and her guru Gokhale. 


Loses her mother. 


Jawaharlal Nehru first meets Sarojini at 
the Indian National Congress Session, 
Lucknow. 


Publishes "The Soul of India" 
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1917 


1917-1919 


1919 
1209 


July 1919 


1920 


1921 


1924 January 
1924 January 
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Publishes 'The Broken Wing’ 


Campaigns for the abolition of Indentured 
Labour. 


Leads a delegation of women to Lord 
Chelmsford and E.S. Montagu asking for 
educational, social and political rights for 
women. 


Sarojini travelled extensively to foreign 
lands and became popular as an orator and 
ambassador of India. 


Campaigns against the Rowlatt Act. 


Returns her Kaiser-I-Hind medal in protest 
against the Punjab Atrocities. 


Set sail to England as a member of the 
deputation of the All India Home Rule 
League. 


Returns to India after travelling to Sweden, 
Switzerland and France. 
Campaigns for Gandhi's non-cooperation 
movement across India. 


Visits Ceylon and lectures in Colombo, 
Galle and Jaffna on the message of India. 


Sarojini sails for the first time to Africa. 


Presides over the East African Indian 
Congress, in Mombasa. 
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' 1924 March 
| Mid. 1924 


1925 October 


1928-29 

) Mid. 1929 
1929 November 
1930 


| 16 May 
_ 1931 January 
1931 August 


1932 January 
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Speaks to children in Durban at the 
Albert Park. 


Returns to India. Attends Belgaum 
Congress Session. 


Elected President of the Indian National 
Congress at the Kanpur Session by out 
going President Mahatma Gandhi. 


(First Indian woman to be recognized as 
head of the Congress) 


Sent to America and Canada as Gandhi's 
representative. 


Returns to India. 


Sails to East Africa with her daughter to 
preside over the East Africa Indian 
Congress. 


President of the AIWC. Participated in the 
Salt March. 


Arrested and sent to jail. 
Released from jail. 


Attends the Second Round Table 
Conference along with Gandhi. 


Returns to India and sets sail to Cape 
Town. Joins the Indian delegation to South 
Africa. Returns to India. 
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22 April 


1933 April 


1934 


£935 


r37 
1934-37 


1938 


1939 April 


1940 October 


December 


1942 August 
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Arrested. Interned at the Arthur Road jail, 
Bombay and later transferred to Yeravada 
where Gandhi was imprisoned. 


Released from jail. Plays an important role 
in the founding of the Lady Irwin College, 
New Delhi by the AIWC. 


Addresses the Women's India Association 
in Madras. 


Presides over the All India Music © 


Conference, Delhi. 
Visits Gandhi at Sevagram, near Wardha. 


Visits Universities in India and interacts 
with students. 


Stays in Calcutta for months, visits 
Allahabad. 


Chairs the special session of the Congress 
where Rajendra Prasad is elected as 
President after the resignation of Subash 
Chandra Bose. 


Joins the Satyagraha movement. Arrested 
along with Gandhi. 


Released. 


Arrested along with Gandhiji (after 
Gandhi's Quit India speech) and taken to 
Aga Khan Palace. 
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1943 March 
1943-44 


1945 May 
1944-1947 


1947 August 15 


July - November 
November 


1948 January 


1949 January 


1949 March 2 
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Discharged from prison and retires to 
Hyderabad. 


Assists in the relief efforts in Hyderabad 
of the victims of the Bengal famine. 


Her youngest son Ranadheera dies. 


Sarojini presides over the Asian Relation 
Conference, Delhi and delivers the 
Presidential address. (She is the chosen 
leader for Asia) 


India gains independence & Sarojini is 
sworn as Governor of United Provinces - 
the first woman Governor of Independent 
India. | 


Officiates as Governor in place of Dr. B.C. 
Roy. 

Continues as Governor since Roy resigns 
the post. 


Gandhi assassinated. Sarojini 
accompanies the ashes to Allahabad with 
other leaders. 


Presides over the convocation on the 
occasion of the Silver Jubilee of Lucknow 
University. 


Sarojini breathes her last at 3.30 a.m. 
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1. A day in punishment 


S arojini was the eldest of a large family and all of them 
were taught English at an early age. Sarojini’s father 
wanted her to be really adept in English but being rebellious 
in nature, she was reluctant to learn. 


“T’, she writes, “was stubborn and refused to speak it. So 
one day when I was nine years old my father punished me-the 
only time I was ever punished-by shutting me in a room alone 
for a whole day. I came out of it a full-blown linguist. I have 
never spoken any other language to him or to my mother who 
always speaks to me in Hindustani. I don’t think I had any 
special hankering to write poetry, as a little child, though I was 
of a very fanciful and dreamy nature.” 


When Sarojini was released from her punishment, she was 
determined to obey her father’s desire and told him that her 
ambition in life was to become proficient in English. 


Aghorenath’s second ambition for his daughter was to 
make her pass the Matriculation exam. So she was sent to 
Madras. Her astonishing success at the age of twelve to pass 
the exam in First class and to stand first in the Madras 
Presidency brought her fame throughout India. 


But Sarojini disliked publicity and once confessed to 
Arthur Symons, —— I was not pica such things did 
not appeal to me.’ 
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2. A budding poetess 


t twelve she wrote “Lady of the Lake’ in only six 
days — a poem containing one thousand three hundred 
lines ! 


In her own words, mentioning her early achievements, she 
recalled, “At twelve I wrote a long poem “Lady of the Lake” in 
six days. At thirteen, I wrote a poetic drama of 2000 lines, a 
full-fledged passionate thing that I began on the spur of the 
moment without forethought, just to spite my doctor. My 
health broke down permanently about this time and my 
regular studies being stopped I read voraciously. I suppose the 
greater part of my reading was done between fourteen and 
sixteen. I wrote a novel, I wrote volumes, I took myself very 
seriously in those days.” 


How seriously is evident by an entry in her schoolgirlish 
diary. “What have I done today to change the world ?” 


On December 20, 1894 Sarojini compiled a book of her 
childhood poems, which she dedicated to her late brother. 


The poem Lady of the Lake was formerly published as 
‘“Mehir Muneer : A poem in three cantos by a Brahmin Girl” 
in 1893, when Sarojini was fourteen years. 
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A verse from Mehir Muneer - 


“The infant babe to boyhood grew, 
His blessings many, sorrows few, 
He was his father’s life and joy, 
He was his mother’s darling boy, 
And Iran’s people him did love. 
He, of the beauty from above, 

He had his father’s kingly mien, 
The features of his mother queen - 
Strong was his frame, and bright his eye, 
As cloudless as the summer sky, 
And manly was he, gentle, kind, 
And gracious, of a noble mind. 


And all did love this princely heir - 


The noble, manly Mehir Muneer.” 
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3. On an Impulse 


S arojini was very close to her brothers and sisters. On 
the death of her little brother Sarojini was shattered 
with the transience of life. It left a deep impact on her mind 
and she wrote a poem in 1894, entitled, Jn Memoriam. 


"Thou cam'st to us two years ago 

In June when pink wild roses blow 
Beneath the golden skies. 

When autumn winds make melody 
And yellow leaves fell from the tree 
God's angels set their seal on thee 
And closed thy lovely eyes." 


But there were times when Sarojini was impulsive. 

Gunnu, Sarojini's younger sister, spoke of an episode when 
Sir Akbar Hydari told her the family would be in great trouble 
because of their brother, Viren, whose revolutionary activities 
were beginning to alarm the authorities. Sir Akbar told 
Sarojini, "Do something. Disown your brother." 


In an agony of zeal to save her parents, she impulsively 
wrote a letter to Hydari disassociating herself from her father 
and brother. The letter was published and outraged by her act, 


her father refused to let her come to his house for though he . t 


did not share the political views of Viren, he always stood by 
him loyally. 
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4. How do you solve 
a problem like algebra? 


ghorenath helped his eldest daughter, Sarojini, to 

develop an interest in varied subjects. He wanted her 
to be the first lady scientist or mathematician of India. She 
started school early and was among the intelligent pupils, 
always topping her class. She was very fond of reading and 
would spend most of her time reading books. 


On one spring day, in her old Hyderabad house, the little 
girl of eleven was trying to solve a problem in Algebra. To be 
a scientist or mathematician, algebra was essential and yet she 
found herself unable to solve the problem. Instead she found 
verses of a poem coming to her suddenly on their own. She put 
aside the algebra problem and using the same pencil and the 
pages of the same algebra exercise book, she wrote the lines 
of her first poem. 


From that day her poetic career began. 


On her fourteenth birthday she wrote a verse called, On my 
Birthday. 


“My birthday ! O this day I am fourteen ! 

And childhood’s years on golden wings have fled, 
Right many a greatful blessing have I seen, 

And purest joys on me their luster shed, 

As flew those years over my happy head. 

My joys were not what joys to childhood seem : 
Not on unthinking sports my soul was fed, 

But nursed it was on many a brighter theme, 

And lofty high ideas formed my radiant dream.” 
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5.1] am a Poet 


- 1895 Sarojini left for England. There she was 
introduced to Edmund Gosse, a well-known literary 
figure. This is how he described her, “when Sarojini 
Chattopadhyay, as she was then, made her appearance in 
London she was only sixteen years old, quite unlike the usual 
English maiden of that age. She was just like a lotus or a 
cactus would be in a valley where lilies are grown. She was 
very mature, amazingly well read and far beyond a Western 
child of her age.” 


Mr. Gosse however, advised Sarojini one day, “All your 
poetry, in the falsely English vein, should be put in the waste 
paper basket. You have no doubt mastered the English 
language, but you should start writing about the mountains, 
the gardens and the temples.” 


Later in a candid appraisal of Sarojini’s poetry, the 
celebrated critic, whilst praising her skill and command over 
language, wrote to her to be a ‘genuine Indian poet of the 
Deccan and not a machine made imitator of the English 
classics.’ 


Sarojini wrote back, “I do not dare to treat myself to thank 
you for what you said. You cannot know what these words 
mean to me. Poetry is the one thing I love so passionately, so 
intensely, so absolutely that it is my very life of life - and now 
you have told me that I am a poet - Iam a poet !” 
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6. Songbird of the East 


he Golden Threshold was Sarojini’s first book of 

poems published in London in 1896 and later in India 
in 1905. The book is dedicated to Edmund Gosse who 
according to Sarojini was the first to show her the way to the 
Golden Threshold. | 


Arthur Symons, in his introduction to the book, has said 
that it was at his persuasion that these poems were published. 
The earliest of them were read to him in London in 1896 when 
Sarojini was seventeen. Some of the later poems were sent to _ 
him in 1904 when she was twenty-five. When Arthur Symons 
expressed his desire to publish them Sarojini hesitatingly 
replied to him saying in her letter, ““Your letter made me very 
proud and very sad. Is it possible that I have written verses 
that are ‘filled with beauty,’ and is it possible that you really 
think them worthy of being given to the world? You know 
how high my ideal of Art is; and to me my poor casual little 
poems seem to be less than beautiful—I mean with that final 
enduring beauty that I desire.” 


And, in another letter, she wrote: “I am not a poet really. I 
have the vision and the desire, but not the voice. If I could 
write just one poem full of beauty and the spirit of greatness, I 
should be exultantly silent for ever; but I sing just as the birds 
do, and my songs are as ephemeral.” 
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It is for this bird-like quality of song that they were valued. 
Arthur Symons expressed that they hint, ‘in a sort of 
delicately evasive way, at a rare temperament of a woman of 
the East, finding expression through a Western language and 
under partly Western influences. They do not express the 
whole of that temperament; but they express its essence; and 
there is an Eastern magic in them.’ | 


Palanquin Bearers is one of the extremely popular poems 
published in this collection. 


Lightly, O lightly we bear her along, 

She sways like a flower in the wind of our song; 
She skims like a bird on the foam of a stream, 
She floats like a laugh from the lips of a dream. 
Gaily, O gaily we glide and we sing, 

We bear her along like a pearl on a string. 


Softly, O softly we bear her along, 

She hangs like a star in the dew of our song; 
She springs like a beam on the brow of the tide, 
She falls like a tear from the eyes of a bride. 
Lightly, O lightly we glide and we sing, 

We bear her along like a pearl on a string. 
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7. Father’s pride 


ghorenath loved to take visitors to Golconda and 

Sarojini would often act as a guide if he could not go 
himself. Once he proudly showed a poem, which was © 
scribbled on the walls of the famous tomb to a Bengali family. 
Sarojini wrote the poem when she was only nine. “It looks like 
the work of a very mature person. Your daughter is a genius,” 
exclaimed the guests. 


Sarojini continued to visit the tombs from time to time 
throughout her life. The domes of these seventeenth century 
monuments fascinated her imagination and she found beauty 
even in the road from Hyderabad to Golconda. So greatly was 
she inspired that once she stopped on the way and composed a 
poem, “At Twilight”, a poem included in The Bird of Time, 
with the sub-title “Written on the way to Golconda.” 


Another poem she wrote, “The Royal Tombs of Golconda’ 
is published in “The Golden Threshold’. 


The Royal Tombs of Golconda 

I muse among these silent fanes 

Whose spacious darkness guards your dust; 
Around me sleep the hoary plains 

That hold your ancient wars in trust, 

I pause, my dreaming spirit hears, 

Across the wind’s unquiet tides, 

The glimmering music of your spears, 

The laughter of your royal brides. 


In vain, O kings, doth time aspire 

To make your names oblivion’s sport, 
While yonder hill wears like a tier 
The ruined grandeur of your fort. 
Though centuries falter and decline, 
Your proven strongholds shall remain 
Embodied memories of your line, 
Incarnate legends of your reign. 


O Queens, in vain old Fate decreed 
Your flower - like bodies to the tomb; 
Death is in truth the vital seed 

Of your imperishable bloom 

Each new-born year the bulbuls sing 
Their songs of your renascent loves; 
Your beauty wakens with the spring 
To kindly these pomegranate groves. 
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8. The proposal 


arojini Chattopadhyay broke the barriers of caste by 

marrying Dr. Govindarajulu Naidu in December 1898. 
Dr. Naidu was in every way an eligible husband. He was a 
successful doctor. His service to the Nizam’s government 
proved to be invaluable and he had earned a highly 
respectable name. 


Dr. Naidu followed the traditional procedure in seeking to 
marry Sarojini. One day, he came to Aghorenath’s house and 
asked for his daughter’s hand. Aghorenath was taken aback. 


“Does my daughter know of this proposal ?” 


“No”, replied Dr. Naidu, “I have not spoken to Sarojini 
about this proposal. This is not the Indian custom.” 


Sarojini, as a young bride of nineteen, settled down 
happily in Hyderabad and created a unique home for Dr. 
Naidu. 


A number of her poems before her wedding express her 
deep love for Dr. Naidu. This poem, Love’s Vision, was 
written in November 1894. 


“Fair as the flowers of the rich spring-time, 
Sweet as the music in the summer prime, 
Pure as the stars are in their distant climes 
Lovely as are a poet’s tender rhymes 
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Art thou to me ! 

Holy as are youth’s first high glorious dreams 
Soft as the moonlight’s dewy, mellow gleams, 
Dear as the memory of the days gone by 
Enchanting as the future’s mystery, 

Art thou to me !” 


9. Alul 


e 1s a Druid-child of mystic dreams 

In the dim twilight of deep Celtic woods 
He maketh music in wild, wayward moods 
Of faery fantasy by starry streams. 
He bears a red rose twined on his lyre 
His eyes are dark and prophet like with fire, 
Alul his name - of fays I did enquire. 


This poem, dated May 15, 1896, is enclosed with a letter of 
Govindarajulu. 


Sarojini explains, “It is about Yeats, though whether 
anyone else can recognize it Iam not sure. Alul is the name of 
the mystic dreamer like Mr. Yeats himself.” 


Sarojini admired Yeats as a poet and was able to appreciate 


his greatness long before critics did. 
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10. A craving for nirvana 


atching the faces of monks in Italy, which country 

Sarojini first visited in 1898 as a girl of nineteen, 
she felt she would also like to gain the peace and quiet of the 
monastery and craved for Nirvana. And then she cried, ““When 
one comes out again into the hot sunshine that warms one’s 
blood, and sees the eager hurrying faces of men and women in 
the street, dramatic faces over which the disturbing 
experiences of life have passed and left their symbols, one’s 
heart thrills up into one’s throat.” 

In an impassioned salutation to beauty and colour she 
exclaimed : “No, no, no, a thousand times no ! How can one 
deliberately renounce this coloured, unquiet, fiery human life 
of the earth ?” 


Yet throughout her life, there was constant turmoil in 
Sarojini’s heart and mind since her interests were manifold. 
However despite all the conflict surrounding her she could 
remain calm and poised. She even composed a poem - Jo a 
Buddha Seated on a lotus (The Golden Threshold). 


“The broken secrets of our pride, 


The strenuous lessons of defeat, 

The flower deferred, the first denied : 
But not the peace, supremely won, 

Lord Buddha, on thy Lotus throne.” 
And finally she pleaded : 

“How shall we reach the great unknown 
Nirvana of thy lotus-throne ? | 
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11. Wine for the Gods 


S arojini’s “wild free” nature found more joy in Italy than 
in England. In Florence, she was overcome with the 
beauty of the country and cried : “God! how beautiful it is, and 
how glad I am that I am alive today !” Arthur Symons says 
that she told him that she was drinking in the beauty like, “wine, 
golden and scented, and shining, fit for the gods; and the gods 
have drunk it, the dead gods of Etruria, two thousand years 
ago. Did I say dead ? No, for the gods are immortal, and one 
might still find them loitering in some solitary dell on the grey 
hillsides of Fiesole. Have I seen them ? Yes, looking with 
dreaming eyes, I have found them sitting under the olives, in 
their grave, strong, antique beauty - Etruscan Gods !” 


Even as a child Sarojini loved the thought of travelling. In 
May 1892, she wrote the poem, Travellers Song, at the age of 
thirteen. Despite her love for travelling she longed to be 
home. 


O’er Italia’s sunny plains 

All aglow with rosy flowers, 

I wander now ‘mid fallen fanes, 
And now amid the mrtyle bowers - 
But, wheresoever I may roam 

I long for thee, my dear dear home 
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12. The spirit of womanhood — 


A! a time when most Indian women had reconciled to 
an inferior position in society and their household, 
Sarojini inspired them to realise their potential. She showed 
them by way of her own life and achievements that there was 
no reason for them to feel inferior to men. Through her 
speeches on women empowerment, throughout the country, 
she addressed both men and women on the latent power 
within a woman. 


In 1906, at. the Indian Social Conference on the Education 
of Women, in Calcutta - She spoke with indignation: 


"Does one man dare to deprive another of his birthright to 
God's pure air which nourishes inheritance of liberty and life? 
And yet my friends, man has so argued in the case of Indian 
women. That is why you men of India are what your are; 
because your fathers, in depriving your mother of the 
immemorial birthright, have robbed you, their sons, of your 


i just inheritance. Therefore I charge you to restore to your 


women their ancient rights, for I have said it is we and not you 
who are the real nation builders and without our active co- 
operation at all points of progress all your congresses and 
conferences are in vain." 


Sarojini encouraged women to join the National 
Movement. Her first major speech on women's role in the 
national movement was made in 1917 when she addressed the 
Calcutta session of the Indian National Congress. 
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Presided over by Annie Besant, Sarojini made an 
impassioned speech : 


“Womanhood of India stands by you today. I am only a 
woman," she thundered, "I should like to say to you all, when 
your hour strikes, when you need torch bearers in the darkness 
to lead you, when you want standard bearers to uphold your 
banner and when you die for want of faith, the womanhood of 
India will be with you as the holder of your banner, and the 
sustainer of your strength. And if you die, remember, the spirit 
of Padmini of Chittor is enshrined in the womanhood of 
India." 


13. Overcoming nervousness 


nce when Sarojini attended a meeting at Bethung 

College, Calcutta, at which the Maharani Gaekwar of 
Baroda presided, Sushama Sen remembers sitting next to her 
at the meeting. Sarojini was to make one of her early speeches 
and she kept looking at her notes (later she never carried a 
paper and always spoke extempore) and she told Sushama that 
she felt nervous... When Sarojini got up to speak all 
nervousness vanished; she spoke without consulting a paper 
for an hour and took the house by storm. There was 
thunderous applause. 
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14. Chilling out 


nce when Sarojini came to stay with her friends at 
Calcutta, Sarojini travelled by Bombay Mail, which 
possessed no air-conditioned compartments at that time. 


It was a hot summer day and her hostess remembered that 
she had not filled the bath at home with tap water to allow it to 
cool and she knew that it would be hot from the sun-heated 
tank upstairs. On returning to the house, from the station, 
therefore, she asked the cook to bring a large block of ice and 
put it in the bath water. Soon, the ae tap water became 
comfortably cool. 


The hostess went to see if her friend Sarojini had 
everything she wanted for her bath. She was puzzled to see 
Sarojini emptying out the iced water, and she cried : “You are 
pouring out the cold water. The tap water is boiling hot. How 
will you get a cold bath ?” 


Sarojini replied : “I want a hot bath. Otherwise, how will I 
ever get clean after this long dusty journey ?” 


The hostess said nothing. That night there was no ice for 
even a cold drink ! Refrigerators had not been installed then. 
They even tried to buy some ice but could find none. 


When Sarojini was told the story of the ice; she laughed 
heartily and said : “I am very sorry for the waste of your ice; 
but I cannot help laughing !” | 
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15. The Purdah Nashin 


n the initiative of Sarojini, the Patna session of the 
Women's conference was specially assigned to the 
campaign against purdah. Mahatma Gandhi inaugurated the 
campaign and exhorted the women of India to discard the veil. 


Earlier speaking on ‘The Education of Indian Women,” at 
a Social Conference in Calcutta, in 1906, Sarojini strongly felt 
that there was no word highly misunderstood than the word 
education. She felt that it was generally confused and 
identified with accumulating knowledge from _ books. 
Although book knowledge is vital and is the very foundation 
_ of all true education Sarojini believed in the ultimate 
knowledge gained from life, from environment, from thought 
and experience, from the widening of one's material and 
spiritual horizons by travel and intercourse with diverse and 
congenial minds. 


Indicating the delicate problem of the abolition of the 
purdah as an initial step towards education, to many, she 
realised, the purdah was dearer than life and synonymous 
with their honour. She advocated a gradual readjustment on a 
daily basis to avoid any tragic result. 


She felt the long generations of a “‘rigidly secluded and 
dependent habit of life had deprived the purdah nashin 
women of India of the very qualities that are indispensable to 
those who live in the world ! In such, the kindly shelter of the 
purdah is a safeguard desirable and necessary till they are able 
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to replace it by education, which is the spiritual safeguard of 
the emancipated.” 


And inspite of all her fearless efforts to break tragic 
practices meted out to women, her own poem romanticized 
the purdah and the shelter it provided to a woman. 


The Purdah Nashin 


Her life is a revolving dream 

Of languid and sequestered ease; 
Her girdles and her fillets gleam 
Like changing fires on sunset seas; 
Her raiment is like morning mist, 
Shot opal, gold and amethyst. 


PIT RENT FEST FEMI LED TILL IOI La FOIE TS RS NID Me I 


From thieving light of eyes impure, 
From covering sun or wind's caress, 
Her days are guarded and secure 
Behind her carven lattices, 

Like jewels in a turbaned crest, 
Like secrets in a lover's breast. 


But though no hand unsanctioned dares’ 
Unveil the mysteries of her grace, 

Time lifts the curtain unawares, 

And sorrow looks into her face. . . 

Who shall prevent the subtle years, 

Ox Shield a woman's eyes from tears? 


It should be noted that far from supporting the Purdha she 
campaigned aguinst it and under her. leadership women's 
movement gathered momentum. 
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16. Of Human Rights 


t an All India Conference held in Calcutta in 1911 

Sarojini made a strong statement on the deprival of 
Human rights due to the tyranny and arrogance of the Upper 
Class in the past. 


To her surprise she found that Gokhale almost took a 
personal offence to the word ‘arrogant.’ 


He told Sarojini with reproach, “it was no doubt a brave 
and beautiful speech but you sometimes use harsh and bold 
phrases.” 


He continued his outburst by saying, “Inspite of yourself 
you are typically Hindu in spirit. You begin with a ripple and 
end in eternity.” 


Sarojini, a little piqued, replied, “But when have I ever 
disclaimed my heritage ?” 


* Kk 


By 1912, the ‘close comradeship’ between Sarojini and 
Gokhale had been transformed into ‘radiant friendship’. 
During one of her meetings with Gokhale, he inspired her to 
dedicate her life to the cause of India. 


“Stand here with me, he said, “with the stars and hills as 
witness, and in their presence consecrate your life and your 
talent, your song and your speech, your thought and your 
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dream, to the motherland. O Poet, see visions from the hill 
tops and spread abroad the message of hope to the toilers of 
the valleys.” 


Sarojini made a solemn promise to obey his wishes. 


Gokhale said, ““You have given me new hope, new faith, 
) new courage. Tonight I shall rest, I shall sleep with a heart at 
| peace.” 


17. The fire of life | 


ne day in England, when Sarojini and Gokhale were 
both convalescing, he had said a little wistfully; 


"Do you know, I feel that an abiding sadness underlies all 
that unfailing brightness of yours. Is it because you have come 
so near death that its shadows still cling to you ?" 


| Sarojini promptly answered, "No, I have come so near life 
' that its fires have burnt me!" 


| Yet Sarojini's liveliness was the finest and Gokhale would 
"call her the ‘best of all his prescriptions’. Whenever he was 
) sick, Sarojini would visit him and on crossing the threshold of 


| the room, would ask, "Well, am I to be a stimulant or a 


| sedative today ?” | 
Invariably Gokhale would reply as always, "Both". 


* K 
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"IT am not ready to die", Sarojini once said, "because it 
requires infinitely higher courage to live". In her poem The 
Poignant Hour, Sarojini expresses her zest for life. 


"Death stroked my hair and whispered tenderly : 
‘Poor child, shall I redeem thee from thy pain, . 
Renew the joy and issue thee again : 
Inclosed in some renascent ecstacy... 
Some lilting bird or lotus-loving bee, 
Or the diaphanous silver of the rain, 4 
Th’ alluring scent of the Sirisha-plain, 


Shall my soul falter or my body fear | 
Its poignant hour or bitter suffering, i 
Or fail ere I achieve my destined deed é 
Of song or service for my country's need?" i 


The wilde wind's voice, the white wave's melody? ‘ 
I said, "Thy gentle pity shames mine ear, 
O Death, am I so purposeless a thing, 
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18. Sarojini’s first meeting with Gandhi 


arojini describes her first meeting with Gandhiji - in 

London, in the autumn of 1914. Sarojini writes : 
“Curiously enough, my first meeting with Mahatma Gandhi 
took place in London on the eve of the great European War of 
1914... When he arrived, fresh from his triumphs in South 
Africa, where he had initiated his principle of passive 
resistance and won a victory for his countrymen, who were at 
that time chiefly indentured labourers, over the redoubtable 
General Smuts. I had not been able to meet his ship on his 
arrival, but the next afternoon, I went wandering around in 
search of his lodging in an obscure part of Kensington. 


I climbed the steep stairs of an old, unfashionable house, to 
find an open door framing a living picture of a little man with 
a shaven head, seated on the floor on a black prison blanket 
and eating a messy meal of squashed tomatoes and olive oil 
out of a wooden prison bowl. Around him were ranged some 
|_ battered tins of parched ground nuts and tasteless pages of 
) dried plantain flour. 


I burst instinctively into happy laughter at this amusing 
and unexpected vision of a famous leader, whose name had 
already become a household word in our country. 


He lifted his eyes and laughed back at me, saying : “ah, you 
must be Mrs. Naidu ! Who else dare be so irreverent ? Come 
in,’ he said, ‘and share my meal.’ 
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‘No thanks’, I replied, sniffing, “What an abominable mess 
itis.’ | 

In this way and at that instant commenced our friendship, 
which flowered into real comradeship, and bore fruit in a 
long, loyal discipleship, which never wavered for a single 


hour through more than thirty years of common service in the ~ 


cause of India’s freedom.” 


19. Don’t you know me ? 


hile staying with the Senguptas in Elgin Road, 
Sarojini wanted a draft cashed at the Imperial Bank. 
She asked Sukendu Sengupta, a young and ardent follower of 
Deshapriya, to take the cheque to the Bank and have it cashed. 


At the bank Sukendu was told that Sarojini Naidu had no 
local account, and in any case, they did not know who she 
was. Sukendu, therefore brought the cheque back and told 
Sarojini what had happened. She was most indignant and 
immediately went to the telephone and rang the Bank. 


“Don’t you know who I am.” she asked, “Why, the whole 
world knows me !” 


Later Deshapriya Sengupta took her to the bank and the 
cheque was cashed. 
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20. A mother's love 


amend remembering his meeting Sarojini, once 
recalled that, he could never forget her sudden visit 
one day, when he was in England. As usual Gandhiji was 
doing his work, squatting on the bare ground with a thin yarn 
mattress between. No cushions and gaddis. Sarojini sailed in 
and without the least thought, squatted down by his side and 
even began to eat out of his dish! Gandhiji, wondering how to 
draw her out, decided to put across straight questions. “‘How 
is your home life? When do you retire for sleep? What is your 
time to get up?”’ 

‘‘Mine at 8 a.m.”’, she replied. ‘But the children would be 
already up. They would all flock to my bed, young and old-the 
moment they found me awake-and there would be a scramble 
for making my body their playground.”’ 


What a picture that, thought Gandhiji, could there be a 

mother's love greater than this? 
* OK OK 

Sarojini was a fine mother and deeply cared for her 
children. With the birth of each child she wrote a poem. 
Compiled together in her poem To my Children she says- 
Jaya Surya, 

Golden sun of victory, born 

In my life's unclouded morn, 

In my lambent sky of love, 

May your growing glory prove 

Sacred to your consecration, 
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To my heart and to my nation. 
Sun of Victory, may you be 
Sun of song and liberty. 


Padmaja, 
Lotus-maiden, you who claim 
All the sweetness of your name, 
Lakshmi, fortune's queen, defend you, 
Lotus-born like you, and send you 
Balmy moons of love to bless you, 
Gentle joy-winds to caress you. 
Lotus-maiden may you be 
Fragrant of all ecstacy. 


Ranadheera, 
Little Lord of battle, hail 
In your newly tempered mail ! 
Learn to conquer, learn to fight 
In the foremost flanks of right, 
Like Valmiki's heroes bold, 
Rubies girt in epic gold, 
Lord of battle may you be, 
Lord of Love and chivalry 
Lilamani, 
Limpid jewel of delight ! 
Severed from the tender night 
Of your sheltering mother-mine, 
Leap and sparkle, dance and shine, 
Blithely and securely set 
In love's magic coronet, 
Living jewel, may you be 
Laughter-bound and sorrow-free. 
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21. Give me a corner of your brain 


\ te the spring of 1914, Gokhale returned to England and 
visited Sarojini who was herself bed-ridden. He seemed 
to have some premonition of his end and told her that, "with 
the utmost care, they think I might perhaps live for three years 
longer." 

During her convalescence the two friends would go for 
drives which she later described so vividly and how, once, he 
had asked her, 

“Give me a corner of your brain that I can call my own." 


In 1914 Sarojini left for India and Gokhale's last words to 
her were : 


"I do not think we shall meet again. If you live, remember 
your life is dedicated to the service of the country. My work is 
done." 


After his death Sarojini wrote a tribute to this great 
nationalist entitled In Memoriam, which was published in the 
Indian Social Reformer. 

"Heroic Heart! Lost hope of all our days! 

Need'st thou the homage of our love or praise ? 

Lo! Let the mournful millions round the pyre 

Kindle their souls with consecrated fire 

Caught from the brave torch fallen from thy hand, 

To succour and to serve our suffering land, 

And in a daily worship taught by thee 

Upbuild the temple of her Unity." | 
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22. First Acquaintance 


pie both Gandhiji and Sarojini have recorded 
their first meeting. : 


Following up her decision to help in the war effort, she 
threw her energies into making clothes, rolling bandages and 
knitting socks, jerseys and other forms of woollens for the 
wounded. 


“This was my first acquaintance with her,’’ Gandhi had 
written. 


‘She placed before me a heap of clothes which had been 
cut to pattern and asked me to get them all sown up and return 
them to her. I welcomed her demand and with the assistance 
of friends got as many clothes made as I could manage during 
my training for first aid.”’ 


In the years that followed their first acquaintance, Sarojini 
was described as the licensed jester of the Mahatma's little 
court. Her gaiety and jests did not lack in dignity or fall short 
of the demands of her duty towards the nation. Her support to 
Gandhi was complete in thought, word and deed. She was a 
close confidante and second to Gandhi in: the freedom 
movement. | 


So well known was her ability to take control that once 
when Sarojini was arrested along with forty other leaders, the 
Inspector asked her, “Will you sit with Mr. Gandhi in the train 
and keep him quiet? 
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23. Vision for India 


arojini Naidu's relationship with Gopal Krishna 

Gokhale seemed to be the foundation on which her 
political life was built. Gokhale too valued Sarojini's opinion 
on many issues. When he died in 1915, she wrote a touching 
tribute - ‘Gokhale the man’ which was published in the 
Bombay Chronicle, in which Sarojini described many 
episodes: | 


One morning, a little despondent and sick at heart about 
national affairs in general, Gokhale suddenly asked Sarojin1. 


“Sarojini, what is your vision for India?” 
“One of hope,” she replied. 


“What are your views on the immediate future ?” persisted 
Gokhale. 


“The Hindu-Muslim unity in less than five years.’ she told 
him with joyous conviction. 


“Child”, said Gokhale, with great sadness in his voice, 
“you are a poet, but you have high hopes. Neither you nor I 
will live to see the India of your dreams. But don’t lose faith 
and contribute in whatever way you can.” 


Gokhale’s words left a lasting impression on Sarojini. 


The following year when Gokhale met Sarojini he asked 
her, “Does the flame still burn brightly ?” 
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Sarojini replied, “Brighter than ever.” 


Shaking his head doubtfully, he said, “I wonder how the 
storm of such long duration will withstand excessive 
adulation and success.” 


24. Books sold out ! 


n 1915 Sarojini addressed the members of the Students’ 
Brotherhood in Bombay. 


The audience thronged Wilson College Hall, where Mrs. 
Naidu was scheduled to speak with the venerable Dr. 
Mackichan in the chair. 


She began with a complaint that, while people in Bombay 


greeted her as a poet, there was not a single copy of her . 


publication available in the bookshops. 


Whereupon Dr. Mackichan interrupted her, rising to his 
feet in all dignity to say : 


"Madam, the truth must be that the people of Bombay, on 
hearing of your poems ransacked all the book shops for your 
poems and walked away with them leaving not even a single 
copy to meet a chance enquiry by the author". 


Inspired by the chivalrous jest, Sarojini Naidu gave a 
lecture that was a feast to the students of Bombay. 
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25. Fateful telegram 


lad as she was to return to India, a deep tragedy was 

soon to strike. First, in Calcutta, her beloved father 
died in February 1915, and a few days afterwards, her 
political “‘father,’’ Gokhale, passed away. 


Ignorant of her father's condition, Sarojini was in 
Hyderabad when her father died suddenly. 


An old beggar woman appeared at the gate and cried, “‘I 
shall not ask alms of you. Tell your mother. He who gave 
generously has gone, gone, gone. The giver has gone.” 
Shortly afterwards, the fateful telegram was delivered. 


Rushing to Calcutta, she found her mother strangely calm. 
‘*Here is your father alive,’’ she said, ““Your mother is dead.”’ 
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26. The greatest gift 


n her father's laugh "that brings down the roof," Sarojini 
was to see from an early age how potent a force is 
laughter. 


Writing to a friend she said, "It is scarcely two months 
since I came back from the grave; is it worthwhile to be 
anything but glad ? Of all things that life or perhaps my 
temperament has given me, I prize the gift of laughter as 
beyond price." 


When Aghorenath Chattopadhyaya passed away in 1915, 
Sarojini penned a poem as a tribute to her father. 


In Salutation to My Father's Spirit. 


Farewell, farewell, O brave and tender Sage, 

O mystic Jester, golden-hearted child ! 

Selfless, serene, untroubled, unbeguiled 

By trivial snares of grief and greed or rage; 

O splendid dreamer in a dreamless age 

Whose deep alchemic vision reconciled 

Time's changing message with the undefiled 

Calm wisdom of thy Vedic heritage ! 

Farewell great spirit, without fear or flaw, 

Thy life was love and liberty the law, 

And truth thy pure imperishable goal.... 

All hail to the in thy transcendent flight 

From hope to hope, from height to heav'lier Height, 
Lost in the rapture of the Cosmic soul. (January 28, 1915) 


LE IT ATEN IT CIE AICI EIR LATS FE LIAL EOI IE aC DOSER SIS IO IAS: 


= EE I I Ne OE NE ~e 23 “a 
SS iy a = i ae a besietes a eid tie” al STAINED eS Ry PT 


Sarojini Devi © 61 


27. ‘Take off your cap Nehru 


Re the very first meeting, Sarojini inspired Nehru. At 
the 1916 Congress session in Lucknow, Jawaharlal 
Nehru met Sarojini for the first time. Himself an idealist and 
fighter, this bold young woman with her forthright oratory, 
warm humanism and fire, captured his imagination and in his 
Autobiography he wrote : 


“I remember being moved in those days by a number of 
eloquent speeches by Sarojini Naidu. It was all nationalism 
and patriotism and J was a pure nationalist, my vague socialist 
ideas of college days having sunk into the background.” 


From the beginning Sarojini shared a warm camaraderie 
with Nehru’s family. Infact the entire family would look 
forward to her vistts to Anand Bhavan, which were 
synonymous of laughter and good humour. Jawaharlal’s 
niece, Nayantara Sehgal, gives an interesting account of 
Sarojini’s visits in her book Prison and Chocolate cake. ‘She 
was blunt and sharp-tongued but also very gentle. Music 
flowed from her lips, as it did from her pen. She told 
anecdotes with vivid facial expressions and gestures. She 
turned everything into a festival, for she infected those around 
her with her irrepressible vivacity and joie de vivre.” 


Sarojini's lively banter spared none including her ‘brother’ 
Jawahar as she fondly addressed him. 


She once told Jawaharlal Nehru : “Jawahar, don’t think all 
these young women who come to hear your speeches are 
converts to Socialism. They only want to look at your 
handsome face. Take off your cap and disillusion them !” 
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28. Poison and Bread 


n 1917, the British Government was deeply troubled 

with the mounting tension in India. Mr. Edwin 
Montague, Secretary of State for India came to India to pass a 
new set of reforms to establish - “self governing institutions 
with a view to the progressive realization of responsible 
government in India as an integral part of the British Empire.” 
But Indian affairs did not seem to really matter to the British. 


The Montague - Chelmsford proposals were published in 
July 1918 and embodied in the Government of India Act 
passed in December 1919. The ‘“Montford’ reforms 
inaugurated two Central Legislatures known as the Assembly 
and Council of State. Though open to elections, the legislation 
passed by these Houses could be cancelled, if desired by the 
Viceroy. Subjects such as Finance and Law and Order were 
reserved as a_ responsibility of the Governor and 
unobjectionable portfolios known as ‘transferred’ subjects 
were entrusted to Ministers who were responsible to the 
Legislatures. This further added to the growing resentment 
and anger across India. | 


Both Congress and the League declared these reforms as 
hopelessly inadequate. 


At a public meeting in Ahmedabad, Sarojini Devi 
criticized the Montague Chelmsford Reforms. Speaking about 
the visit of the Secretary of State, Mr. Montague, she said, 


Pum a F Seige OI ee ee 
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“His sentimental journey through the length and breadth of 
the land along with Lord Chelmford expressing their 
sympathy bore no fruit. They carried a cup of poison in one 
hand and bread in the other. They seemed to say here is bread 
for you but before you reach out for it, you must drink this cup 
of poison.” 


In an authoritative voice, Sarojini continued, “As long as 
Indians have strength in them and as long as they have self- 
respect, they will not allow themselves to drink the poison.” 


29. A sight to behold 


nce, Sarojini was staying at the Taj Mahal Hotel in 
Bombay where she usually had a room booked for 
her. 


Two university students from Ahmedabad wanted to meet 
her and sent in their cards. They were shown in. 


‘*“Who are you? What do you want? You've come all the 
way from Ahmedabad to do what?”’ 
: ‘“We wanted to see the sights of Bombay, Madam,” was 
7 the timid reply. 

“Do you think I am one of the sights of Bombay?” asked 
the great lady. | 

And so nervous were her visitors (in her presence) that 
they exclaimed without thinking, ““Yes Madam, you are.”’ 
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30. With love to Jinnah 


. Abida was on the ship with Gandhi to attend 
the Round Table Conference in London 1930. She ran 
her State’s Cabinet from 1935 to 1949. She knew most leaders 
and Sarojini Naidu would visit their family for months. 
Princess Abida, who believed in secular democracy and 
women’s rights, left Bhopal in 1949 and settled in Karachi. 


The following text is from an interview with Princess 
Abida Sultaan by Omar Khan in 1990 and 1991. 


Q. : Some say Sarojini Naidu was in love with Jinnah. She 
once sent him a picture, which is in his family album at the 
National Archives in Islamabad. 


Abida - Not at all, These people were always progressive and 
they were in the company of men. Such gestures did not mean 
anything more than what is said. 


She was a delightful person. My grandmother used to call 
Mrs. Naidu her daughter. Mrs. Naidu spent months in Bhopal, 
so we got to know her very well. She was a very charming and 
sweet person. She was not at all the type of woman who would 
flirt and have eyes on Mr. Jinnah or anything. I don’t think so. 


The card with Sarojini's photo was sent to Jinnah in 1917. 
Signed by her it simply says, ‘from your friend Sarojini Naidu 
- August 1917’. 
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31. The Broken Wing 


hree volumes of her collected poems were out one 
after another - 


The Golden Threshold, The Bird of Time and The Broken 
Wing. 


Her poem in response to Gokhale's question, "Why should 
a song bird like you have a broken wing?" evoked the 
following question and answer, both in verse. 
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Question : 
The great dawn breaks, the mournful night is past, 
form her deep age-long sleep she wakes at last ! 
Sweet and long-slumbering buds of gladness ope 
Fresh lips to the returning winds of hope © 
Our eager hearts renew their radiant flight 
Towards the glory of renascent light 
Life and our land await their destined spring 
Song-bird, why dost thou bear a broken wing ? 
Answer : 
Shall spring that wakes mine ancient land again 
Call to my wild and suffering heart in vain ? 
Or fate's blind arrows still the pulsing note of 
my far reaching, frail, unconquered throat ? 
Or a weak bleeding pinion daunt or tire 
My flight to the high realms of my desire ? 
Behold, I rise to meet the destined spring 
And scale the stars upon my broken wing ! 


Sinan Sa Deeitiacibiseil“e leet viinie 1s 
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32. Letter to Tagore 


he wrote to the poet Rabindranath Tagore from 
Hyderabad on August 20, 1917. 


Beloved World Poet, 


Since the whole world's tribute of love and reverence (is 
yours) it seems but a trivial gift to send you, as an individual 
offering, my little books of songs, songs of a bird with a 
broken wing. 


Into these poems I have poured perhaps less of my art and 
more of myself than hitherto and if your taste, instinct and 
experience of life approve of these little songs, I shall feel I 
too have been crowned, not by the World, but by someone 
whom the World has crowned. 


Tagore promptly replied: 
Dear Mrs. Naidu, 


Shall I make a confession to you? Once again while 
reading your poems in your last book, I became only too 
conscious of my own broken wing in my flight in the atien sky 
of English diction. You make me feel jealous of your lyric 
ease and grace in every movement of your thought among 
foreign words that are so friendly to you. However, it fills my 
heart with pride to know that you have gained by your own 
right your seat among the renowned of the West, thus 
mitigating the insult that broods over our motherland. 


Your poems in The Broken Wing seem to be made of tears 
and fire like the clouds of a July evening glowing with the 
muffled passion of the sunset. 
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33. Sita in South Africa 


4) ewe and the Congress leaders were greatly 
agitated by the inhuman treatment of Indians in South 
Africa. Gandhiji, having first carried out his Satyagraha 
experiment on their behalf was well aware of their plight. 
Mrs. Naidu's interest and indignation were aroused when she 
read the following in an official dispatch of the Government 
of India. 


“It is believed in this country and it would appear not 
without grave reason that the women emigrants are too often 
living a life of immorality in which their persons are at the 
free disposal of their fellow recruits and even of the 
subordinate managing staff.”’ 


An investigation followed. A deputation of Indian ladies 
waited on the Viceroy on April 12,1917 and the cessation of 
all recruitment of Indian indentured labour was announced as 
a special war measure under the Defence of India Act. 


Mrs. Naidu gave many speeches on this issue. 


“T have travelled far gentlemen, she said, to a male 
audience, “‘to come to you tonight, only to raise my voice, not 
for the men, but for the women, for those women whose 
proudest memory is that Sita would not stand the challenge to 
her honour but called upon Mother earth to avenge her.”’ 
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34. An aesthetic eye 


arojini Naidu was the leader of the All India Women’s 

deputation to the Hon. E.S. Montague, Secretary of 
State for India, in 1917. Mrs. Margaret E. Cousins who 
sponsored the deputation writes : “I remember she told us she 
had chosen her sari with care that day so that its effect might 
be like the gleaming of silver moonlight in the dark blue vault 
of the heavens - the woman, the poetess and the stage manager 
aiding and abetting the demand for justice and equality !” 


* OK OK 


In another instance that reveals her as a perfectionist, 
Sarojini Naidu asked a friend, “Does this rose match my 
sari?” as she picked a red rose from a bow] full of flowers and 
held it against the deep dark red of her Murshidabad silk sari. 
“You are the poet,” said the friend, “and you ask me if they 
match ?” | | 


Sarojini just laughed and pinned the flower into her 
chignon. 
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35. English or Urdu 


n 1917, Sarojini arrived at Bhagalpur with Mahatma 
Gandhi for the Bihari Students’ Conference. On seeing 
her friend, Amarnath Jha, a young educationist, she remarked 


“You must buy a beard, else no one will believe you are a 
professor.” 


At the Conference, Sarojini remarked to Professor Jha : 
“Gandhiji does not want English to be spoken. I don’t know 
how I am going to speak in Hindustani. I tell you what. When 
I get up, ask the students to shout ‘English, English.’ But 
actually she spoke in high-flown Perianised Urdu. 


* KOK 


Sarojini spoke Urdu fluently and enjoyed listening to 
mushairas. She sometimes referred to Hyderabad as the 
cradle of classical Urdu poetry. Once when a conversation 
began analyzing the merits of Ghalib and Meer, Sarojini said, 
“Don’t forget that without Wali there would have been neither 
Ghalib nor Meer. Wali was a famous 18" century poet of 
Aurangabad." 

Once when she was sick and down with influenza she 
wrote a letter to Nehru, dated Oct. 5, 1926. 

To quote Iqbal literally, main sar a pas dard hoon” 
meaning - | am the embodiment o pain and anguish from 
head to foot. 
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36. Tears of Delight ! 


S arojini and Tagore were intimate friends and she 
always made it a point to meet him whenever she was 
in Bengal. 


She was in England when his poem, which gained for him 
the Nobel Prize, ‘Gitanjali,’ was published and in her words, 
“spread across the horizon of Western life like a rainbow.” 
She of-course could not read Bengali but she loved to hear his 
songs and poems read in the melodious language. As the 
years passed they came even closer. It was she who arranged 
Tagore week in Bombay in 1933 and it was only fitting that, 
later, she was appointed Acharya of Tagore's University, Visva 
Bharati, at Shantiniketan. 


In a letter to her that year, Tagore wrote: “You are great, 
you have helped me as none else could have done but what is 
more important to me is that I have come close to you and 
known you. You have amazing gifts that would have made me 
envious but I have loved you and that has saved me. I am 
afraid my language sounds absurdly sentimental but I do not 
care. I console myself to your delightful laughter for I know it 
cannot be unkind to me.”’ 


In her answer, she addresses him as, ““Dear master of many 
enchantments”’ and says, ‘‘one of the most enchanting things 
you have created is your gracious and tender letter to me, 
which moved me to both the ‘delightful laughter’ of which 
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you speak and to tears of delight.’’ Then in more serious mood 
she takes up his definition of ‘great’ and says, ““But a seer like 
you must also realise that it is not an intrinsic or individual 
‘greatness;’ rather it is the cumulative memory, experience, 
knowledge that I bring back as shining treasure from the long, 
frequent journeys into the ocean depths of human struggle.”’ 


37. The big purse 


hen Gandhi handed over to Sarojini the big purse 
that was presented to him in memory of Kasturba, 
Sarojini asked Gandhi, "What will you do if I run away with 
it?" 
Gandhi retorted, "You are capable of it." 
One of her earliest friendships was with Kasturba Gandhi. 


The first meeting of the two great women-Sarojini and 
Kasturba, is vividly described by Sarojini in the letter to lady 
Mehta :- 


"It was on a rainy August afternoon last year that I climbed 
the staircase of an ordinary London dwelling house to find 
myself confronted with a true Hindu idyll of radiant and 
ascetic simplicity. There was the "great South African leader 
who, to quote Mr. Gokhale's apt phrase, had moulded heroes 
out of clay," and his wife, "busy and content as though she 
were a mere modest housewife absorbed in a hundred details 
of household service, and not the world-famed heroine of a 
hundred noble suffering in a nations cause." 
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38. Where is the Indian Flag ? 


uring a meeting at the World alliance for peace, a 

banquet was given for seventy nationalities. The 
walls of the hall were decorated with flags of all the free 
nations. Sarojini was present as a private last minute guest of 
Dr. and Mrs. Hume, but was not permitted very long to remain 
a private guest. 


Sarojini was taken up to the high table on the dais to sit 
amongst all the dignataries of church and state and foreign 
delegations. She was called to speak and deliver-a greeting 
from the East. 


She spoke openly, and asked, “Where is the flag of India? 
What is the use of World Peace when one fifth of the human 
race was still in subjection ? Until they could hang India’s 
banner dyed in the red of her hope, the green of her courage 
and the white of her faith among other world symbols of 
liberty there could and would be no real peace in the world.” 


Sarojini's remark, at the Conference was noted as a ‘most 
acute and vital issue.’ 


* OK OK 


Sarojini’s patriotism and admiration for the efforts of the 
freedom fighters is expressed in a song dedicated to them; Af 
Dawn 


“Children, my children, the daylight is breaking, 
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The cymbals of morn sound the hour of your waking, 
The long night is o’er, and our labour is ended, 

Fair blow the field, that we tilled and we tended, 
Swiftly the harvest grown mellow for reaping 

The harvest we sowed in the time of your sleeping. 


“Weak were our hands but our service was tender, © 

In darkness we dreamed of the dawn of your splendour, 
In silence we strove for the joy of the morrow, 

And watered your seeds from the wells of our sorrow, 
We toiled to enrich the glad hour of your waking, 

Our vigil is done, lo ! The daylight is breaking.” 


39. The marriage sari 


t was the time of the Khadi movement. Everywhere 

Gandhiji invited India to make a bonfire of all the 
foreign clothes and to wear only handspun hand-woven khadi 
clothes. | 


One day Sarojini Naidu told Gandhiji : “Bapu I have put 
all my foreign clothes into the fire. Only one sari is very 
sacred to me and I have saved that sari.” 


Gandhiji : “What is special about the sari” ? | 
Sarojini : “It is my marriage sari”. 


Gandhiji : “If it is a foreign cloth burn the marriage sari 
also.” 


And Sarojini did that. 
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40. Compassion unlimited 


hile at England, Sarojini is known to have spent 

many hours looking after Indian students in 
England. Once an Indian girl fell seriously ill and Sarojini 
used to spend night after night by her bedside, for she knew 
how lonely a student could be in a foreign country. She was a 
mother to all and the Indian students adored her. 


* KX 


On another occasion, Mrs. Naidu was in the train with 
Gandhiji when a message reached them that Annie Besant had 
died. 


She knew the life long devotion of Jamnadas Dwarkadas to 
Mrs. Besant, so she told Gandhiji that she would go 
personally to break the news to him. 


Climbing three flights of stairs, she found Jamnadas and 
said gently. 
‘“‘Jamni, you know the news.”’ 


* KX 


Sarojini had once expressed- 


“T shall pass through this world but once. Any good that I 
can do or any kindness that I can show to any human being let 
me do it now. Let me not defer it or neglect it, for I shall not 
pass this way again.” 
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41. Hard Talk at the Albert Hall 


er family shared Sarojini's hobbies and interests. She 

was on extremely affectionate terms with her 
brothers and sisters. One of her brothers, Harindranath 
Chattopadhyaya, achieved fame as a poet and actor. 


In an article about his sister written many years later, Harin 
said: 


In the year 1920, after the shameful Amritsar massacre, I 
heard Sarojini speak at the Albert Hall crowded to more than 
capacity. She spoke with hate, she spoke with vengeance, she 
was in dead earnest: it was obvious to the entire audience that 
afternoon that she was indeed earnest-she was not going to 
mince matters, that she was out to blind the people to whom 
those belonged who had massacred the people to whom she 
belonged! India spoke through her! India, torn, bled, 
humiliated! And when a group in the gallery specially 
deputed to disturb the meeting rose to mock at her, she 
shouted: 


‘Shut-up’-and the result was dead stillness-the brute 
mouths were sealed as though under the influence of the wand 
of an unchallengeable heroine !’ 
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42. Gandhi's Mirabai 


_ 1920, Gandhiji in his Young India wrote: 


“T do not think any praise of Mrs. Sarojini Naidu is 
overdone. She has wonderful charm of manner and is tireless 
in her duties. I have compared her to Mirabai. She has such 
strength of mind and such love for her motherland that when 
occasion demands, she meets it. God alone knows from 
where she gets the strength.” 


Her patriotism was greatly lauded by Gandhi who once 
stated, ‘““Where would you find a woman like her who has 
given up her life and soul for India.?”’ | 


Sarojini's love for her country's freedom finds expression 
in her poem To India. 


O Young through all your immemorial years! 
Rise, Mother, rise, regenerate from thy gloom, 
And, like a bride high-mated with the spheres, 


.... hy Future calls thee with a manifold sound 
To crescent honours, splendours, Victorian vast; 
Waken, O slumbering Mother and be crowned, 
Who once wert empress of the sovereign past. 
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43. As pure as can be 


eee would say, “Khaddar is not merely spinning 
and weaving cotton. Khaddar is a movement of the 
mind as well as the spinning wheel.”’ 


But unlike many other followers of Mahatma, Sarojini 
refused to accept his austere lifestyle. Even when she was in 
the thick of the national struggle, Sarojini was not particularly 
enthusiastic about Khaddar. 


Her love for the good things of life was well known and 
wearing of coarse Khaddar was a sore trial for her. 


Avantibai Gokhale once said to Gandhiji, for jealousies 
and scheming were as common in his ashram as elsewhere, 
that Sarojini did not wear pure Khadi. 


As Jamnadas recalls the episode, Gandhiji replied, 
‘Whatever Sarojini wears is purer than what you wear.” 
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44. Words of motivation 


hen Gandhiji proposed a _ non-cooperation 

movement based on the boycott of the legislatures, 
law courts, foreign cloth and Government schools, a powerful 
group headed by the acknowledged leader of Bengal, C.R. 
Das, opposed this. ? | 


At a Congress session in Calcutta in September 1920, the 
confrontation took place and a narrow majority approved 
Gandhiji's policy. 


By the time Mrs. Naidu returned from England in 1921, 
the movement had become widespread and provided many 
opportunities for her exhortations. 


9 


‘(Do not co-operate with the authorities,” she told one 
group of young people, “remain indoors, do nothing beyond 
that,” 


Then pointing to some proscribed literature, she added: 
‘‘you are liable to arrest if you buy or sell them.” 


The audience immediately accepted the challenge she 
gave and bought the books. 


In July 1921, the All India Congress Committee passed a 


resolution urging the need to boycott all foreign cloth and | 
encourage spinning, weaving and popularize khadi. Amidst _ 


the explosive atmosphere of Non-co-operation it was 


announced that the Prince of Wales would visit India. The © 
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Congress was determined to boycott the Prince and an 
organization ‘Young Volunteers’ was formed. The day the 
Prince arrived there was violence. Gandhi along with Sarojini 
and others went out to pacify the crowds. The riots could not 
be stopped despite the efforts of the leaders. Gandhi began a 
five day fast. Sarojini Naidu was one of the most ardent 
workers along with a few other leaders She worked non-stop 
to pacify the crowds. 


Shri Krishnadas writes, ““What shall I say of Srimati 
Sarojini Naidu's daring? Time after time she would go out 
amongst the rioters in the different areas of disturbance; and 
coming back each time, she would relate to the Mahatma with 
appropriate postures and gestures her personal exploits, not 
forgetting to give a dramatic picture of the acts of cowardice 
of which some others might have been guilty. Thus, she of 
them all could occasionally bring a smile to the Mahatma's 
lips, even in the midst of all this grief and anxiety.”’ 


45. A reading in Biology 


Se Naidu had boarded the train when people 
around her saw a man running towards the train, 
saying, “I want to meet Sarojini Naidu. Where is she ?” 


Sarojini turned around and holding her hand out, she said, 
“T am Sarojini and thank you for coming here.” 


The man, ecstatic on meeting her, in all earnestness said, “I 
am so happy to have met you, I wanted to tell you that I have 
read your Biology.” (While actually. meaning to say - 
Biography). 
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46. The Great Trial 


ven after Gandhi had suspended the Civil 
Disobedience campaign, he was arrested on 18" 
March 1922 and tried in Court. 


Sarojini attended the trial and was deeply moved. She 
wrote in The Bombay Chronicle of March 1922 :.‘A convict 
and a criminal in the eyes of the law; nevertheless the entire 
court rose in an act of spontaneous homage when Mahatma 
Gandhi entered’. When Gandhi saw her he jested with a happy 
laugh, ‘So you are seated near me to give me your support in 
case I break down !’ 


After the hearing, Gandhi was sentenced to six years 
imprisonment. 


When the court adjourned, the Sabarmati prison became a 
place of pilgrimage. Thousands of people outside the court 
were allowed to take their last look of the Master while most 
of the audience fell at Gandhi’s feet. 


Sarojini in her own words described the poignant scene. 


“T was among the two or three privileged to go with him 
back to the prison to take my leave. Just like any of you this 
great man, put his arm round his wife to comfort her and said, 
‘Do not be sad, I shall return to a Free India.’ 


As soon as they entered Gandhiji's own block, the jailor 
came, a kind old man, and said, ‘Oh Mahatmaji, I was so 
afraid you might get rigorous imprisonment and therefore 
with my own hands I washed two sets of prison clothes ready 
for you.’ 
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Gandhiji's black prisoner’s blanket was spread in the 
verandah and his charkha was near the blanket. And 
everybody sat there trying not to shed tears. But Mahatma was 
so happy that he was laughing like one who has received 
moksha from God ! | 


Then he put his feet out, since, he always had a weakness 
of a leg that did not enable him to stand when he was 
speaking. He had some cream in a little tin and said, “I must 
rub my feet; they are very tried.’ 


Then Madan Mohan Malaviya said, ‘Oh you have been so 
cruel to your feet carrying your message through the country, 
give your feet a little peace now.’ 


Mahatma Gandhi said, ‘For so many years I have not had 
the time to think or read. Now for six years I shall read.% shall 
write stories for little children, and I will write my 
autobiography.’ 


At 5 o’clock, according to prison regulations, every visitor 
had to go out of the prison. | 


And as Sarojini took leave of her master he gave a trust 
into her hands. 


The Mahatma said, ‘I entrust the unity of India into your 
hands.’ 


And so from that day Sarojini Devi carried the message of 
peace and unity to all corners of the country and the world. 


“There is nothing else that interests me in this life save the 
unity of India and all that conduce to that unity.” 
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47. The naughty gal 


he loved to tell stories about people, including herself 
and even against herself ! 


In October 1922, Sarojini travelled to Ceylon and lectured 
at Colombo, Jaffna, Galle and some other places. She spoke 
on “The Renaissance in India” and “The New World of 
Islam.” 


She would narrate, for instance, how during her holiday in 
Colombo, the President at a meeting, wittily introduced her as 
the “Naughty gal of India” instead of the Nightingale of India. 


The title ‘Nightingale of India’ or ‘Bulbul-e-Hind’ had 
adorned her from the days of her youth when her poetry had 
revealed to the world the beauty of India and its people. 


Although according to her brother MHarindranath 
Chattopadhyaya, “Sarojini came to be called Bulbul-e-Hind 
not because of her verse but because of her extraordinary 
oratory which poured through her like music, silver shot with 
gold, cataracting from summits of sheer inspiration.’ 
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48. Sarojini in South Africa 


arly in 1924, Mrs. Naidu went to South Africa to study 

and alleviate, if possible, the pathetic conditions of 
the Indians in that country. She condemned the Anti-Historic 
Bill, which was designed to destroy the Indian community in 
South Africa. She also presided over the East African 
Congress. In her Presidential address she said, ““You must all 
proclaim in a united voice, to give an answer to the 
Government saying that though in Natural history rivers don’t 
flow backward we shall make the river of your decision flow 
backward.” 


Sarojini Naidu toured throughout the Colonies of East and 
South Africa on a political mission on behalf of the Indian 
settlers. | 


While in South Africa, General Hetzog enquired why her 
countrymen did not repatriate to their native land. 


Sarojini retorted : “I might as well ask why you Hollanders 
in South Africa don’t return to the Netherlands ?” 
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49. Patriotic message 


peaking in Johannesburg, Sarojini said: “I stand 

before you here and now with a message from the 
Indian nation, a nation that is no longer asleep, disunited or in 
doubt and perplexity as to its own destiny within its own 
borders and across the seas. On behalf of my nation I have 
brought you an assurance; not with impunity shall any nation 
or government, any authority no matter how strong, dare to 
trample on your inalienable birthright to equal status.”’ 


In a letter to Gandhi from Johannesburg, in 1924, Sarojini 
- writes: 


J cannot sleep in South Africa and it is all your fault. You 
haunt the land and its soil is impregnated with the memory of 
your wonderful struggle, sacrifice and triumph. I am so deeply 
moved, deeply aware all the time that here was the cradle of 
Satyagraha. 


Scores and scores of Europeans have said since I arrived 
that they hope and believe that what they call my brave fight 
will triumph. I have no doubt of that victory since the cause is 
yours, the battle yours, the soldier yours-and yours the 
ambassador to make peace but peace, which shall be a victory 
and bought with a price. 


The whole gamut of the soho scale of humanity 
in this land-all send you their love. The Tamil women say 
“Hum Gandhi ke sath jail gaya tha. Phir bhi jayega agar tum 
bolo.” (We went to jail with Gandhi. We will go again if you 
tell us.) 
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50. Mahatma's compliment 


arojini shared both Gandhi and Gokhale's aspiration 

for Hindu-Muslim unity. Innumerable instances have 
reflected Sarojini's passionate desire to bring about the unity. 
Having lived in Hyderabad, Sarojini enjoyed Hindu 
philosophy as much as she enjoyed Islamic writings and was 
fluent in Urdu and Persian. Even in her writings she 
expressed her keen longing and visualized India as the Divine 
Mother who bestows her blessings on all her children. She 
believed that the fundamental message of all religions was the 
same. In her poem “The call to evening prayer” she says: 


From mosque and minar the muezzins are calling; 
Pour forth your praises, O chosen of Islam! 
Swiftly the shadows of sunset are falling: 

Allah ho Akbar ! Allah ho Akbar ! 


Hark to the ageless, divine invocation ! 

Lift up your hands O ye children of Brahma. 
Lift up your voices in rapt adoration; 
Narayana! Narayana! 


Therefore it is not surprising when in 1924, Sarojini's 
name was proposed as the President of the Belgaum Congress, 
though the Mahatma was eventually persuaded to preside 
over it, he paid her a rare compliment in Young India, 
captioned, “‘Sarojini, the Singer.” 
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He wrote: 


‘Though I believe that I can contribute my humble share 
in the promotion of Hindu-Muslim unity, in many respects, 
she can do better. She intimately knows more Mussalmans 
than I do. She has access to their houses which I cannot 
pretend to. Added to these qualifications is her sex, which is 


the strongest qualification in which no man can approach 
her.”’ 


51. Motilal Nehru 


M” anecdotes recalled by old friends bring out that 
very near the surface of the politician was a very 
warm human being. 


At the All Party Convention in Calcutta in 1928, a young 
man approached Motilal Nehru with an autograph book. On 
seeing him brushed aside, Sarojini immediately intervened. 


‘You cannot disappoint a young man.” 


And Motilal Nehru meekly signed. 
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52. President of the Congress 


n December 1925, Mahatma Gandhi elected Sarojini 

Naidu as President of the Congress. Prior to the session 
Gandhi wrote a letter to her saying : “This is my last letter to 
you before we meet at Kanpur where a mere woman displaces 
a mere man. May your words be as balm to the Hindu-Muslim 
wound. You are too great to notice the childish display of 
unchivalrous incivility.” Gandhi made this remark since some 
people were planning to stage a demonstration against her 
election as President of the Indian National Congress. 


Later, congratulating her on her election Gandhiji warned 
her of being over-generous, as woman generally were, 
regarding Congress funds, which were probably not more 
than a lakh and a half. Replying she said : that she leave 
financial matters to “such distinguished misers as 
Mahatmaji.” 


At the Session, there were 15,000 delegates. There was a 
sound of drums as Gandhii entered. Sarojini Naidu, Motilal, 
Jawaharlal Nehru and the Ali brothers accompanied him. The 
entire audience rose as Sarojini appeared. Mahatma Gandhi 
introduced Sarojini and then she addressed the gathering. 


In her address, she spoke : “I who, have rocked the cradle- 
I who have sung soft lullabies-I, the emblem of Mother India, 
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am now to kindle the flame of liberty..... In electing me chief 
among you, through a period fraught with grave issues and 
fateful decisions, you have reverted to an old tradition and 
restored to Indian women the classic epoch of our country’s 
history.” 


* OOK OK 


Gandhiji wrote in Navajivan on January 3, 1926 after 
Sarojini’s session at office : 


“The prophets of doom had been active about the Kanpur 
Congress. If Sarojini Devi became President, they 
prophesised, she would have a tough time with the audience; 
there would be hardly any visitors at this session; few 
delegates would attend etc. But as things turned out, it cannot 
be said that the session was inferior to any. Sarojini worked 
with boundless energy and gave careful thought to 
everything.” 
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53. Who’s Katherine Mayo ? 


n 1928, an American author, Katherine Mayo, in her 

book, Mother India, had condemned India in vicious 
terms. The book created many misconceptions about India in 
the minds of the American people. Even Mahatma Gandhi 
curtly described the book as ‘the report of a drain inspector’ 
and added ‘If Miss Mayo had confessed that she had gone to 
India merely to open out and examine the drains, there would 
be little to complain about. But she says, with a little amount 
of triumph, ‘the drains are India.” 


To counter Miss Mayo’s propaganda, Gandhi chose 
Sarojini aS a representative. She travelled to America and 
Canada via England, as an ambassador of a great and ancient 
land struggling for freedom. She spoke extensively on the 
contributions of Indian womanhood, the renaissance in 
modern India and the spiritual ideals of a great heritage. 


During her visit to London to attend the Round table 
Conference, Sarojini Devi addressed a large number of 
meetings on India’s demand for Independence. From England, 
she went to America on a lecture tour and charmed the entire 
continent by her eloquent advocacy of India’s cause without 
hurting the feelings of the host country and did much to 
counteract the vicious poison spread by Katherine Mayo’s 
infamous book Mother India. 
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Referring to this trip she’d said : “The moment my boat 
arrived, I was set upon by the live wire American reporters 
who all screamed at me. 


‘What do you think of Katherine Mayo ?’ 
I replied, ‘Katherine Mayo ? Who is she ?’ 
I think that was her fittest epitaph !’ 


Sarojini’s trip was greatly successful in America and 
Canada and the media paid a glowing tribute to her. One of the 
highlights was a reception held in her honour at the 
International House, New York where she was presented with 
a welcome address printed on yellow silk. 


54. A love letter 


ritting to Mahatma Gandhi during her visit to 

America in 1928 as India’s official ambassador, she 
once expressed her nostalgia for India in the midst of all the 
warm receptions and gaiety of the wonders of the New World. 
She had finished one of her “long love letters”, as she and 
Mahatma Gandhi laughingly called these beautiful records of 
her travels. 


“Tt is midnight here but already the dawn is breaking over 
the Sabarmati and its waters are the mirror of the morning rose 
and gold. I wish I were watching that morning rose and gold. 
But do not let my whisper of home-sickness become a loud 
clamour.” 
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Sarojini’s letters to Gandhiji were most delightful and 
written in great detail and length. The relationship between 
the two blossomed into that of a master and a disciple. Their 
correspondence was replete with great wit that both were 
endowed with. Even while addressing to each other they 
shared a delightful repartee. Sarojini addressed him in a 
different way each time as; Dear friend, Spinner-stay-at- 
home, Apostle of Peace. Mystic spinner, Little man and 
Beloved Pilgrim. 


In most of the letters that Gandhi wrote to her, Sarojini 
remains; Dear old singer, My dear Bulbul, My dear Ammajan, 
Bulbul-e-Hind, Dear sister, Dear Mother, My dearest Mirabai, 
My dear Peacemaker. 


On one occasion, in a letter dated November 26, 1938, 
Gandhiji addresses her as, ““My Dear Fly” and in the course of 
his letter says : “Though you are so distinguished you are still 
a fly, thank God.” 


And signs off as “Yours, Little Spinner, Spider, etc.” 
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55, Halide Edib 


Ha Edib, acontemporary of Kemal Ataturk, was not 
an admirer of Sarojini, an opinion, which was 
heartily reciprocated, according to Sir Shanker Lal and Dr. 
Ansari. In a book written, in Egypt, by Halide Edib some 
years later, she described Mrs. Naidu as ‘a cat-fish’ of no 
political importance .. ., the big fish left to themselves die, but 
if a cat-fish is there the stimulus keeps them alive!” 


But Sarojini never small minded, went to Halide Edib's 
lecture while in the United States. 


In Solution to the Eternal Peace 


Men say the world is full of fear and hate, 

And all life's ripening harvest-fields await 

The restless sickle of relentless fate. 

But I sweet soul, rejoice that I was born, 

When from the climbing terraces of corn 

I watch the golden orioles of Thy morn. 

What care I for the world's desire and pride, 
Who know the silver wings that gleam and glide, 
The homing pigeons of Thine eventide? 

For my glad heart is drunk and drenched with Thee, 
O inmost wine living ecstasy ! 

O intimate essence of eternity ! 
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56. On casting spells 


n her admiration for Gandhi’s philosophy she once 
declared during a meeting. “IJ am one of the millions 
upon whom the little man has cast his spell.” 


Later in another talk she said, “From the moment that-in- 
far-off Ahmedabad, in that little thatched cottage where the 
selfless sage dwells, living the life of self-chosen poverty-the 
little guru decided that the only weapon in the armoury of 
tyrannized India was not the machine-gun or the sword but the 
immortal, invincible weapon of spiritual revolt, we decided to 
dedicate our lives and our personal happiness to his cause.” 


In her role as ambassador of India she was the embodiment 
of Mahatma’s vision for India and during her trip to America, 
one of Sarojini’s talks was entitled, “The Gospel of the 
Mystic Spinner, as interpreted by a Wandering singer.” 


By May 1929, Mahatma Gandhi had published from and 
about Sarojini many letters. She had proved to be his true 
unofficial Ambassador, conscientiously and happily carrying 
out her duties. 


From a train she wrote : “You of course being an expert can 
wield with equal ease both pen and spinning wheel, in a train. 
But I, being a novice, moreover a novice with a crippled right 
arm, I cannot wield even the pen.” 


The letter was published in Young India (30 May, 1929). 

When Sarojini was back in India, Gandhiji wrote, “The 
wandering singer has returned home after many conquests in 
the West. May she cast over us the same spell that she has cast 
over the Americans.”’ 
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57. Every dog has its day 


n a letter from Gandhiji to Sarojini Naidu, August 7, 
1929, he writes- 


My dear Peace-Maker, 


I have your letter giving me all the information about dogs 
and daughters. I suppose you put the dogs first because they 
are less troublesome.”’ 
Lovingly yours, 

Matter-of-fact 
(Not Mystic) 
Spinner. 

Sarojini's love for animals was common knowledge to all 

her friends and family. 


Once as Governor, at her official residence, a large group 
of chairs had been arranged in such a manner that a very large 
number of people could sit, converse with each other, and yet 
be facing the Governor, Sarojini Naidu. 


Once a group of friends visited her and were comfortably 
seated, while tea was served, and a multitude of eats, both 
sweet and savoury were being passed around. Suddenly a 
large Alsatian dog padded in. Sarojini had some knitting in her 
hands whilst chatting, and with eclat, proceeded to point out 
that this was an intended garment for the animal. 


Whereupon one of the guests remarked that this 
accomplishment of their hostess did not seem to be generally 
known...thereby producing much laughter from all around. 
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58. Unforgettable visit 


arojini was enormously interested in the education and 

welfare of children. An American Principal of the 
Dana Hall Boarding School recollects Mrs. Naidu's talk to the 
girls: 

“Because she was real herself, because her hands were 
sensitive enough to feel the glowing coal under the ashes, she 
blew away from that which was useless and unworthy, and 
they responded universally to the majestic inspiration of her 
presence... Since madame Naidu's talk I have heard girl after 
girl say, ‘““Gandhi seems real to me now and I know what he is 
trying to do.” It was not only in her actual address that Mrs. 
Naidu made India and Mahatma Gandhi live to these young 
people. She was so gracious, charming and so interested in all 
our school life that wherever she went she left behind her a 
trail of pleased and sparkling individuals.”’ 

* OK OK 


Sarojini loved children and was extremely interested in 
counselling them. Life reveals the wisdom of experience, to 
children, that comes with age. | 


Children, ye have not lived, to you it seems 

Life is a lovely stalacite of dreams, 

Or carnival of careless joys that leap 

About your hearts like billows on the deep 

In flames of amber and of amethyst. 

Till ye have battled with great grief 

And borne the conflict of dream-shattering years, 
Wounded with fierce desire and worn with strife, 
Children, ye have not lived; for this is life. 


96 Sarojini Devi 


59. On an equal footing 


() May 5th 1930, Gandhiji was arrested. His 
successor, Abbas Tyabj1, suffered the same fate; and 
the leadership of the movement devolved upon Sarojini. 


“The time has come,” she said in an interview given a few 
days afterwards, ‘““when women can no longer seek immunity 
behind the shelter of their sex, but must share equally with 
their men comrades all the perils and sacrifices of the struggle 
for the liberation of the country.”’ 


The Old Woman 


A lonely woman sits out in the street 
‘Neath the boughs of a banyan tree, 

And hears the bright echo of hurrying feet, 
The pageant of life going blithely and fleet 
To the feast of eternity. 


And the far sad glorious vision I see 
Of the torn red banners of Victory? 


When the terror and tumult of hate shall cease 

And life be refashioned on anvils of peace, 

And your love shall offer memorial thanks, 

To the comrades who fought in your dauntless ranks, 
And you honour the deeds of the deathless ones, 
Remember the blood of my martyred sons ! 
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60. Breaking the Salt Law 


n the morning, when Mahatma broke the salt law, 
Sarojini at first stood silent and then she could not 
stop herself from crying out: ‘‘Hail, Deliverer.”’ 


An estimated 25,000 volunteers had gathered to break the 
Salt Law. Inspite of her ill health, Sarojini assumed the 
leadership and led them along the seashore. The police 
stopped them at Dharasana. Seeing that they could not 
proceed, they sat down on the sandy road. The police 
cordoned them off and the salt field was fenced 1n with barbed 
wire. They were trapped there without food or water and it 
was the middle of summer and a scorching hot day. The 
young volunteers suffered from intense thirst and in order to 
make them suffer more, the police, it was alleged, drove water 
carts through the rows of parched volunteers without allowing 
them a drop to quench their thirst. Sarojini sat in their midst 
on adeck chair. She never stopped smiling or encouraging her 
group constantly making cheerful remarks and jokes. Facing 
them was an equal number of police armed with sticks and 
guns. Calling for a prayer, Sarojini exhorted her followers, 
“Gandhi's body is in jail but his soul is with you. India's 
prestige is in your hands. You must not use any violence under 
any circumstances. You will be beaten but you must not 
resist. You must not even raise a hand to ward off the blows.”’ 
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Inquilab Zindabad greeted her words and led by her, the 
group advanced towards the saltpans. 


One of the British officials approached her, touched her on 
the arm and said: “‘Sarojini Naidu, you are under arrest.’’ She 
laughingly shook off his hand and said: “I'll come but don't 
touch me.”’ 


She was taken away and later sentenced to prison. 


61. Lethal chamber 


S arojini believed that ‘“‘Life is an absurd thing. It seems 
snobbish to say so, but politics makes you mix with 
some people you would not care to know in private life.” 


Commenting on the first Round Table Conference, 
Sarojini remarked that they have just been passing their time 
in London and represent no one. Their proposals are vague 


and nebulous. Not one of them has any following and they are 


just a handful of amiable educated gentlemen. 


Many are said to remember another occasion when a | 


certain delegate had bored his colleagues almost beyond 


endurance by a repeat a of his views in favour of 


second chambers. 


‘Why any second chamber?’’ asked Sarojini Naidu, she | 
was instead, ‘in favour of third or lethal chambers for certain 


politicians.’ 
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62. The toothless and the armless 


[’ Delhi, the talks between Gandhiji and Lord Irwin 
slowly reached their climax. According to Robert 
Bernays, Sarojini had no optimism about their result. She is 
known to have said, “I have got my toothbrush already 
packed for my journey back to prison!”’ 


Lord Irwin, the representative of the King Emperor, like 
Gandhi, was a peacemaker. Irwin wanted an easing in the 
political tension between Britain and India and he was eager 
that the Congress should be represented at the Round Table 
Conference. When the talks seemed at one stage on the verge 
of a break down, Irwin called for Gandhi, with whom he had a 
three-hour interview. They were both exhausted at the end. 
As Gandhi rose to leave, staff in hand, Irwin said kindly, 
“Goodnight, Mr. Gandhi, and my prayers go with you.”’ 


On March 5, 1931, at noon, the Gandhi-Irwin agreement 
was formally signed at the Viceroy's house. Both the 
Mahatma and the viceroy were in a cheerful mood. 


‘‘We must drink to each other's health,’ said Irwin, and 
knowing Gandhi's abstemious ways, added quickly, “‘in tea.” 


Gandhi agreed, “But I shall drink the toast in water, lemon 
and a pinch of salt.”” He chuckled. 


They joked over Churchill's references to the Mahatma as 
“a half naked fakir,” and Irwin, merry and mischievous, 
reminded Gandhi implicitly of this as he left. 
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‘Gandhi’, he called after the departing Mahatma, who 
had forgotten his shawl, “here's your shawl. You haven't so 
much on, you know, that you can afford to leave this behind.” 
Gandhi laughed uproariously. 


Sarojini is Known to have once referred to the two 
protagonists, Gandhi and Irwin, as the toothless Mahatma and 
the armless Mahatma. Her humour had provoked her to refer 
to the popular epithet of “Toonda Laath” (The armless 
Viceroy) by which Lord Irwin was known in India. 


63. ‘Where is our little Micky Mouse?’ 


f all the Congress leaders Sarojini was the only one 
who dared exchange pleasantries with Gandhiji and 
talk to him with affectionate ‘disrespect’. 


While in London for the Round Table Conference, at the 
end of one of the sessions of the conference, Sarojini Naidu, 
trying to find out Mahatma Gandhi in a crowd of his admirers, 
is stated to have asked, ‘“‘Has someone seen our Mickey 
Mouse?” ‘Where is our little Micky Mouse?’ 


Since then the appellation “Mickey Mouse’ had stuck to 
Gandhiji, even if he had never set eyes on the popular Walt 
Disney character. 


Only she could take the liberty of nicknaming him, “‘Our 
Mickey Mouse of India.” 
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64. A true follower 


arojini had been swept into Gandhii's movement 

largely by his extraordinary personality and character, 
but absorbed his main ideas not without a struggle. She used 
to say to Gandhiji, “I am a great fool for following a contrary 
old man like you,” but follow him she did with whole-hearted 
devotion. 


Sarojini used to say that, ‘“Gandhi is my kanhaya and I am 
his humble flute.” 


In turn Mahatma's deep respect and faith in her went 
unquestioned. In a letter to Sarojini on the eve of his fast 
against the communal award in 1932, he wrote: 


‘It may be that this is my last letter to you. I have always 
known and treasured your love. I think that I understood you 
when I first saw you and heard you at the Criterion (in 
London) in 1914. If I die I shall die in the faith that comrades 
like you with whom God has blessed me, will continue the 
work of the country, which is also fully the work of humanity 
in the same spirit in which it has begun. 


If the interests of country are to be one with those of 
humanity. If the good of the one faith is to be the good of all 
faiths, it will come only by the strictest adherence to truth and 
non-violence in thought, word and deed.” 
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65. Sarojini's garden of seclusion 


Pb: 00mm story teller that she was, her 


transference to jail lost nothing in its telling. 


“My darling children,” she wrote from Yeravada, “you are 
all so accustomed to my travel stories from all parts of the 
world but nothing exceeds in interest or novelty the most 
recent of my travels, as a prisoner of war, brought in great 
secrecy and with almost sumptuous care behind fast-shuttered 
windows in a special train from Dharasana to Yeravad. I slept 
serenely, well guarded by high police authorities; I fed 
delicately and, praise the Lord, I was enabled after many days 
to perform prolonged and delightful ablutions in clean 
water.” 


During her imprisonment, at the Yeravada jail, Sarojini 
found to her delight, ‘“‘a wide yard for me to walk in with 
young sariska and mango trees, hasunakana bushes and a bed 
of cannas fed on my bath water.” 


Characteristically, she promptly christened it; “The 
Garden of Seclusion.”’ 
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66. Turned out of jail 


«Speer Bernays in his book The Naked Fakir was able 
to capture some human glimpses of Sarojini. Her 
humour struck him in particular and he wrote: 


‘Fortunately, many Indians, for all their solemnity, have a 
sense of humour. I came across one with the quality very 
highly developed. She was Sarojini Naidu, the Indian poetess. 
We met at a local flower show where Indians and Englishmen 
were self-consciously mingling together in brotherly love 
around the begonias. Mrs. Naidu had just come out of jail. I 
asked her about her experience. 


““T had a splendid time,’ she said, ‘did not want to come 
out, I had planted some beautiful anthirrhimims, and just as 
they were coming into flower, we were all put out again. I 
begged the civil surgeon to allow me to stay just an extra day 
to see my flowers but he refused absolutely and IJ had to turn 
out." 


In another letter Sarojini speaks of her jail home, ““‘What 
about the books I wanted? If Papi (Lilamani) can possibly 
spare her Punjab Khes sent by Gunnu Auntie, I should be 
grateful. My bed is so large that it could easily house the 
whole family and I have no bedspread that more than half 
covers it. A couple of, not too grand, coloured small table 
cloth might be included.”’ 
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67. Wise Woman of the East 


be order to review the workings of the Cape Town 
greement of 1927, with particular reference to the 
scheme of assisted repatriation, and secondly, to examine the 
situation created by the new Act, it was decided by the two 
Governments that a second conference be held in Cape Town, 
immediately after the Second Round Table Conference. 


The Indian delegation to South Africa was announced in 
December 1931 and consisted of Sir Fazl-i-Hussain, Member 
of the Government of India in charge of Indians overseas, Sir 
K.V. Reddy, the Agent to the Government of India in South 
Africa and Mr. Srinivas Sastri with Mr. Bajpai as secretary, 
and Sarojini. 


At the very first meeting of the Delegation on January 12, 
1932, Srinivasa Sastri, somewhat tactlessly remarked: “‘I 
wonder why Sarojini Naidu is in the Delegation.”’ 


To which Sarojini retorted, “‘Mr. Sastri will be sorry that 
he demanded a public explanation. I only came here because 
my leader Gandhiji, was not quite sure of the wisdom of the 
men of the East, and insisted on its being reinforced by the 
immemorial Wisdom of the women of the East.”’ 
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68. Thumbs down 


()*< when Sarojini went to visit Gandhiji in Yervada 
jail from the opposite women's prison, he was about 
to start spinning, an occupation that did not inspire Sarojini 
though she had often advised others to spin. 


Gandhiji asked her to spin and she immediately replied 
that her thumb was aching. He laughed uproariously and cried 
out that she was following the tactics of the weavers of Bengal 
during the time of the East India Company, when they cut 
their thumbs to defy the Company's authority. | 


Here was Sarojini offering a painful thumb as an excuse 
against spinning ! | 
* OK OK 


But Sarojini's interest in handicraft skill is woven well into 
a poem - Indian Weavers. 


Weavers, weaving at break of day, 

Why do you weave a garment so gay? 

Blue as the wing of a halcyon wild, 

We weave the robes of a new-born child. 
Weavers, weaving at fall of night, 

Why do you weave a garment so bright? 
Like the plume of a peacock, purple and green, 
We weave the marriage - veils of a queen. 
Weavers, weaving solemn and still, _ 
What do you weave in the moonlight chill? 
White as a feather and white as a cloud 

We weave a dead man's funeral shroud. 
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69. Home sweet home 


Ga was often criticized for not spending enough 


time at home. When asked about her long periods of 
absence, she replied, “My home, my husband and my children 
are as much in my care as ever. They know that my public life 
does not interfere with my responsibility towards them. We 
are thankful to you for your interest in us.” 


Sarojini’s personal life was a well-adjusted one. As a 
mother she was thoughtful and wise. As a wife she had a 
perfect understanding with her husband. Although her 
commitment towards the nation kept her away from home for 
long periods, she never drifted from him. She respected his 
views and sought his advice whilst making important 
decisions. Dr. Naidu in turn supported her unusual talents and 
was by her side whenever she needed him. 


During one of her visits to northern India, her hosts 
entreated Sarojini Devi to extend her stay by a few days. With 
a mock expression of affected fear, she said, ‘I dare not keep 
away from Hyderabad any longer. My husband is waiting with 
a stick to beat me.’ 


Inspite of her frequent travels she devoted a lot of attention 
to her home. With four children and a large number of pets she 
had guests, visitors and relatives dropping in constantly and 
unexpectedly. 

Once, during a conversation with Beverly Nichols she 
described her house as Sanger’s Circus with herself as the 
most important performer. 
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70. An ‘A’ Class Prisoner 


()* when Sarojini visited Gandhiji in jail, the police 
report faithfully records that: 


‘She had never been inside the jail before but she thought 
she would not mind being sent to jail if she could be sure of 
getting a bath every day.” 


* OK OK 


When Sarojini was arrested and removed to the Arthur 
Road Jail in 1932, even the Government is said to have 
considered her a prisoner out of the ordinary. As related by 
Mira Behn-“‘I had not been aware,” she writes, ‘‘of the fact 
that as an ‘A’ class prisoner, I was entitled to all sorts of 
conveniences, but now as an ‘A’ class outfit began to arrive in 
my barrack for Sarojini Devi”’ 


These included: “a bed, dressing table with brush and 
comb, a wash stand, a bath tub etc. and even curtains. The 
matron was quite excited. Then the next day came Sarojini 
Devi, overflowing with vivacity and wit. She was of course 
exhausted with all the rush and excitement she had been going 
through outside, but neither her age nor her aches and pains 
ever daunted her.”’ | 
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7k Suttee 


ha eer condemned Suttee openly and _ pertinently 
asked at a meeting, "Do men of our days deserve 
suttee? What sort of men do we find now ? They are not men 
at all. They can be called the degenerate descendants of 
ancient heroes." 


In one of her poems she romanticizes the love of the 
woman who gives up her life for her husband. 


Suttee 


Lamp of my life, the lips of Death 

Hath blown thee out with their sudden breath; 
Naught shall revive thy vanished spark. 

Love, must I dwell in the living dark ? 


Tree of my life, Death's cruel foot 

Hath crushed thee down to thy hidden root; 
Nought shall restore thy glory fled... 

Shall the blossom live when the tree is dead ? 


Life of my life, Death's bitter sword 

Hath severed us like a broken word, 

Rent us in twain who are but one.. 

Shall the flesh survive when the soul is gone ? 
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72. Only Swadeshi 


S arojini Devi was deeply interested in handicrafts and 
-\J in her house at Hyderabad one could see handicrafts 
from many regions of India. 


As Governor, Sarojini took a personal interest in the 
_ preservation and growth of cottage industries and in ensuring 
the quality of craftsmanship. She redecorated the entire 
Government House at Lucknow using only hand woven fabric 
for the drapes and upholstery. Her view on Swadeshi included 
whatever human hands made skillfully and beautifully 
irrespective of the craftsman’s nationality. 


Explaining her views on Swadeshi in a speech at the 
Women’s Indian Association, Madras earlier in 1934, she 
said:- 


“For me Swadeshi begins with Mahatma Gandhi’s charka 
but does not end there. It means reviving every art and craft of 
the land. It means giving a livelihood to every craftsman-the 
dyer, the embroiderer, the goldsmith, the man who makes 
tassels for your weddings. For me it means the renaissance of 
our literature, the revival of our music, a new vision of 
architecture that is in keeping with our modern ideas of life. I 
will buy only those things that are made in India.” 
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73. The Indian Woman 


n a letter to Sarojini, Gandhiji once wrote, ‘I hope you 

have not missed the woman in me.’ Gandhiji understood 
the true worth of a woman’s nature and therefore women like 
Sarojini came under his spell. 


Sarojini was the epitome of the modern liberated woman 
and worked extensively for the upliftment and empowerment 
of the Indian woman. According to her, ‘the Indian woman of 
the modern age is imbued and inspired by a profound 
consciousness of her place, purpose, privilege and 
responsibility.’ She once said, ‘The Indian woman is once 
more awake and profoundly alive to her splendid destiny as 
the guardian and interpreter of the Vision of love, faith and 
patriotism, Her renascent consciousness is everywhere 
striving for earnest expression in song or speech, service or 
self-sacrifice, that shall prove an offering not unworthy of the 
Great Mother in the eyes of the world that honour her.’ 


Even in her poems she expressed great admiration for the 
heroines of Indian history and mythology. Be it India, 
Goddess or a housewife, Sarojini believed in their prevalent 
strength and beauty as expressed in her poem Kali The 
Mother. 


Scholars : We bring the secrets of our ancient arts. 
Priests : We bring the treasures of our ageless creeds. 
Poets : And we the subtle music of our hearts. 
Patriots : And we the sleepless worship of our deeds. 


All Voices : All glory and all grace we bring to thee, 
Kali ! Maheshwari !’ 
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74. A poor cousin 


n March 4, 1935, Sarojini presided over the All India 

Musical Conference at Delhi. “‘I am not a musician 
or a dancer. I am only their poor cousin-a poet.” She 
continued, “‘Language has barriers and needs interpretation 
but music none.”’ 


As much as poetry came naturally to Sarojini, she was 
equally inspired by music. Her poem, ‘Wandering Singers’ is 
written to one of the tunes of the wandering singers. 


“Where the voice of the wind calls our wandering feet, 
Through echoing forest and echoing street, 

With lutes in our hands ever-singing we roam, 

All men are our kindred, the world is our home.... 


.... What hope shall we gather, what dreams shall we sow? 
Where the wind calls our wandering footsteps we go 

No love bids us tarry, no joy bids us wait: 

The voice of the wind is the voice of our fate. 
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75. The most beautiful woman 


pr Naidu was not only the nightingale, she was 
always bubbling with joy, wit and merriment. She 
brought laughter, wherever she went. She spared nobody. 


One day she asked Gandhiji : “Bapu, who is the most ‘ 
beautiful woman on earth ?” 


Gandhiji did not hesitate even for a moment. He promptly 
said, “Of course, it is Kasturba’’. 


Thus Sarojini lost the first round. But the game was not 
finished yet. She straightaway went to Ba. She told her, Ba, I ! 
asked Bapu, “Who is the most beautiful woman on earth ?” He 
said, “it is Kasturba. What do you have to say to this ?” 


Kasturba was a school dropout. But she did not lack in 
intelligence and cleverness. She coolly said, “Sarojini, don’t 
you know this ? Bapu never tells a lie !” 
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76. All things bright and beautiful 


nce Sarojini was staying with Dr. B.C. Roy in 

Calcutta when the engagement party of one of his 
relations took place. The prospective bride, dressed in palest 
pink, sat in the midst of her many friends, all more or less 
dressed in light-coloured or white saris. Suddenly Sarojini 
Naidu entered in the brightest peacock blue-looking more like 
the bride than the bride herself. She sat amidst them in her 
splendour and cried : “Why is the girl engaged in such pale 
clothes ? Why is she not dressed in a bright colour?” 


There was much laughter, and no engagement ceremony 
could have been gayer, for Sarojini was there. 


77. Never a lazy moment 


De her friend Mr. Mukherjee went to see Sarojini off 
at the station. 


Sarojini travelled third class at the time, following the 
Congress policy; but she had booked a coupe for herself. She 
took no servant with her though she was ill, and when she 
entered the compartment she refused help and opened and laid 
out her bedding herself. — 


She asked Mr. Mukherjee not to wait for the train to leave. 
‘I hate to see anyone sitting or standing about,’ she remarked. 
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78. Chocolates and patties 


S arojini particularly loved Bengali food, and nothing 
would stop her from indulging this taste, including her 
doctor; Dr. B.C. Roy's diet chart. 


When in Calcutta at her friend's place she would treat 
herself to tasty Bengali food and other munchies. Each time 
her friend Renuka's husband brought chocolates or chicken 
patties for his sick wife upstairs. Sarojini would call him and 
ask: “‘What have you brought in those parcels?”’ 


“Chocolates and chicken patties’’ Satyen would reply, and 
Sarojini would ask him to leave a few with her. 


“But Mr. Roy has asked you to have light food,’ Mr. Ray 


would protest. 


Undaunted, Sarojini would happily go through the patties ! 
and chocolates and felt all the better for it! To be an invalid, to — 
be restricted to an insipid diet, was something alien to | 


Sarojini's nature. 


But whenever she heard Dr. Roy's booming voice | 
approaching she would hurriedly ask for the dishes before her 
to be removed and remark “‘Megaphone is coming-there's the 


Dictator-quick, take these things away !”’ 
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79. Allahabadi guava. 


he Leveller's Society was an exclusive club and 

members were admitted by nomination. Majority of 
the members were postgraduate or research students. The 
Leveller's represented diverse interests. Subjects for 
discussion were chosen from all fields of social sciences and 
humanities. At every meeting a member presented a paper 
and discussions were held. To preside over this meet a 
distinguished person was invited. 


In November 1938, Sarojini presided over a Levellers’ 
Society meet at Allahabad University. | 


As she walked inside the old building, one of the hostels of 
Allahabad University, she remarked, ~ What a depressing 
place ! I hope the tea will be good.” 


_ During the tea party that peceiat the meeting Sarojini 
was introduced to Dr. V.S. Naravane, who was presenting a 
paper. | 

She assumed he was from Maharashtra to which a friend > 
remarked, ‘‘Mrs,. Naidu he is as Allahabadi as a guava.” 


Brightening at the mention of the fruit she exclaimed, 
“Ah! How I love Allahabad guavas! But I don't see any on the 
table! I refuse to preside unless you bring me a guava.”’ 


When it was told that it was not the season, she conceded 
by mying, ‘“Very well, you must invite me again when they 
are ripe.’ 
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80. Birthday greeting to Padmaja 


arojini greeted her daughter, Padmaja on her birthday 
November 17th with a letter: 


My beloved Bebee, 


Even if there should be what you so wittily called a ‘traffic 
jam’ in the Censor's Office, I hope and believe that a ‘line 
clear’ will be given for the free and immediate passage of the 
special letter that goes to you for such a special occasion, to 
carry to you more love than you can measure and more 
blessings than you can measure and more blessings than you 
can count. 


[ had carefully left a little gift in case I could not be at home 
or rather, having an instinct that should I not be at home. You 
must take out the sari from its hiding place (black box) 
yourself. Wrap yourself for an hour or two in that sari, body 
and spirit and realise the symbolic beauty and meaning of its 
warp and woof.... it has the frail loveliness of flowers, it has 
the radiant magic of flame . . . it is symbolic of you my 
beloved child. 
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81. A Home within a jail 


arojini was 63 and Gandhiji and Kasturba 73. 

The ‘home’ Sarojini conjured out of her prison was 
made from her room and verandah, which became the dining 
room and kitchen over which she presided, stirring her pots on 
small charcoal sigris and dressed in an old silk dressing gown. 
No outside help was permitted beyond a police jamadar and 
two sepoys who were on duty to look after the garden and 
Gandhiji's goats. One of the sepoy's who, typically, was no 
more than an Indian youth dressed up, was very soon the 
“mataji's” willing slave, helping her with the cooking. _ 

But inspite of caring for everyone and making special 
dishes for those who were sick, the little band began to lose 
heart, Kasturba stopped spinning and when Gandhiji in 
February decided to go on a fast of self-purification and in 
protest against the complete isolation from his people, 
Sarojini was convinced he would not survive and told him. 


“Bapu, your fasting will kill Ba.” 
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$2. In Lahore 


fter a serious bout of malaria Sarojini was 
unconditionally released from jail. : 


Shortly afterwards, Sarojini travelled to Lahore to see her 
sister Gunnu, but, on arrival in Punjab, was served with an 
order forbidding her to make speeches in public, to take part 
in processions or meetings or to communicate with 
newspapers. 


On being asked to sign the order, she wrote on the back of 
it that the order served on her was invalid since she was under 


doctor’s orders not to undertake any public work of this na-. 


ture. It was characteristic of her to make fun of Police orders. 


83. Immortal art 


ong ago, she wrote to Nizamat Jung, “when I was 

little more than a dreaming child, a world famous man 
said to me: “Child, widen your horizons and grow one with 
the joy and sorrow of humanity and you will create immortal 
art.” The Soul’s Prayer - 


In childhood’s pride I said to Thee : 

“O Thou, who mad’st me of Thy breath, 
Speak, Master, and reveal to me 

Thine inmost laws of life and death. 


“T, bending from my sevenfold height 
Will teach thee of My quickening grace, 
Life is a prism of My light, 

And Death the shadow of My face.” 
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84. Truly Indian at heart 


S arojini was free from all racial and religious prejudices 
and she had inherited her father’s liberal views on 
tolerance and communal harmony. 


In one of her early speeches to students, on “True 
Brotherhood’, she beseeched them to shed all sectional 
prejudices and to think of India as a whole. 


She said, “I was born in Bengal, I belong to the Madras 
Presidency. In a Mohammedan city I was brought up and 
married and there I lived. Still I am neither Bengali, nor a 
Madrasi nor a Hyderabadi, but I am an Indian; not a Brahmin, 
not a Hindu, but an Indian to who my Mohammedan brother is 
as dear and precious as my Hindu brother.” 


She despised religious fanaticism. Once at a lunch party, in 
1940, at the home of a friend, a number of people were seated 
around the table. Suddenly, the glass, the crockery and cutlery 
jumped on the table and caused a clatter as Sarojini lost her 
temper and thumped an angry fist. 


A Bengali had bemoaned the fact that at the time there 
seemed to be a dearth of Bengali leaders in the Congress 
circle. 


There was dead silence after the crash as Sarojini cried ina 
loud voice : 


“Forget Bengal, young man, and think of the whole of 
India, Bengal is not separate, but a part of India !” 
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85. Goodness Gracious ! 


henever Sarojini visited Anand Bhavan, it is said 

that she had a habit of looking the girls up and down 
and then she would say to Vijayalakshmi Pandit : “Good 
gracious ! How did a lovely woman like you produce these 
odd looking children ?” 


* OK OK 


Sarojini was very close to all the members of the Nehru 
family and over the years became a virtual member of the 
family. 

In her foreword to the book, With No Regrets by Krishna 
Huthessingh, Jawaharlal’s youngest sister, Sarojini described 


the history of the Nehru’s as, ‘a living symbol and an integral 
part of the story of India’s struggle for independence.’ 


She says :- 
Of Motial Nehru : Magnificient ! Shall we ever find his 
equal ? . | 


Of Kamala Nehru : The pathos of her brief life and 
poignant tragedy of her death have already passed into lyric 
and legend in our country. 


Of Vijayalakshmi : She winds her way through the pattern 
of this tale like a gleaming thread of silver. 


Of Indira : She floats before our eyes for a moment, a 
delicate vision in her saffron bridal robes 
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Of Swarup Rani : (Jawaharlal’s mother) : A tiny and 
suffering, aged and exquisite woman, in whom love and faith 
wrought so sweet a miracle of courage and endurance. 


Of Jawaharlal Nehru : The passionate, intrepid crusader 
for world causes, who doffs his armour and sheathes his fiery 
sword and proves himself an incomparable exponent of many 
sided relationships as son and brother, husband, father, friend 
and perfect playmate of little children. 


86. Prince Charming 


arojini took proprietorial interest in “saving” her 
brother form the demands of the “vegetarian” 
congressmen with their whims and fancies. 


Somebody would demand only vegetables, somebody 
would be on a diet of Nagpur oranges, and some would want 
curds all the time. 


When they came to stay at Anand Bhavan, it would be a 
problem for Jawahar or Kamala, and Sarojini would take upon 
herself to satisfy all the culinary demands, or to badger their 
makers with passivity. 


“My brother is not a cook”, she would often say, “He is the 
prince charming of Indian politics, Don’t disturb him with 
such demands.” 
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87. Random thoughts 


hen Robert Bernays, author of The Naked Fakir, 
sought an interview with Mahatma Gandhi, Sarojini 
came to meet him and asked, “You want to see the little man?” 


Later when Bernays asked her about her experience at the 
jail she said : “I had a splendid time. I did not want to come 
out. I had planted some beautiful antirrhinums, and just as 
they were coming into flower, we were all put out again. I 
begged the civil surgeon to allow me to stay just an extra day 
to see my flowers, but he refused absolutely, and I had to turn 
out. Now will you take me to see the roses if you don’t mind 
being seen with an old jailbird ? What do you think of Gandhi- 
isn’t he an ugly little man ?” 


It was her devastatingly witty remarks about Gandhiji that 
amused friends the most. 
* KK 
When Bernays wanted an interview with her, Sarojini 
made an appointment at 6 A.M. one morning. According to 
him she told him many amusing incidents. 


Once she remarked on Gandhiji’s simplicity. He wanted to 
have a long conversation with her and came round to see her. 
She was just about to have a bath and Gandhi said quite 
naturally, “well, I will come and talk to you while you have 
it.’ According to Mrs. Naidu, he was genuinely surprised 
when she suggested that perhaps the conversation had better 


be postponed until after the bath.” 
* kK OK 
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Robert Bernay in his book ‘Naked Fakir', comments on the 
great solemnity of a Congress meeting, and in a letter to his 
mother, written during the Karachi 1931 Session, says : “I go 
and see my ‘girl’ friend, Mrs. Naidu, daily. We drink sweet 
lemonade on the verandah. The other day, she was late and 
said she had been delayed by Gandhi.” ‘I told him’, she said, 
‘that I was keeping you waiting and he said ‘The boy Bernays 
is becoming a pet of yours.’ “What had you to say, Mrs. 
Naidu?’, I asked, ‘What if he is,’ she said, ‘that is what I told 
the little man-What if he is ?” 


$8. The same on all sides 


arojini was in her late sixties and had put on a lot of 
weight. : 


She was once posing for photographers after a Public 
meeting. 


They fidgeted with their cameras for a long time, changing 
their positions and focusing from different angles, until she 
became impatient and exclaimed : 


“Come on boys, hurry up, I am the same on all sides-fat 
and round." | 
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89. In league with God 


& ae when General Verma called on Sarojini Naidu in 
prison, he found her spirits as high as ever. He took a 
book with him for her to autograph. It bore the title “Twelve in 
League Against God”, and Sarojini merrily wrote - “One who 
is in league with God.” 


The Bird of Time 


O Bird of Time on your fruitful bough 
What are the songs you sing ?... 

Songs of the glory and gladness of life, 

Of poignant sorrow and passionate strife, 
And the lilting joy of the spring; 

Of hope that sows for the years unborn, 
And faith that dreams of a tarrying morn, 
The fragrant peace of the twilight’s breath, 
And the mystic silence that men call death. 


O Bird of Time, say where did you learn 

The changing measures you sing ?... 

In blowing forests and breaking tides, 

In the happy laughter of new-made brides, 

And the nests of the new-born spring; 

In the dawn that thrills to a mother’s prayer, 
And the night that shelters a heart’s despair, 

In the sign of pity, the sob of hate, 

And the pride of a soul that has conquered fate. 
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90. Come again tomorrow 


M2? Barr, a Christian missionary devotee of ““Bapu’’, 
gives an interesting account of Sarojini's 
guardianship of Mahatma Gandhi. 


One day, she went to visit the Mahatma in jail to see Sham 
Rao, a Gandhian worker, and says, she was amazed to see 
Sarojini Naidu, the great poetess and orator, looking out at 
them from inside, like some magnificient bird of prey 
protecting her young. The prison guards appeared mild in 
comparison with her. Sarojini was serving her sentence as did 
so many of India's elite during Satyagraha movements; but 
Mary Barr could not imagine what Sarojini was doing here, as 
she was supposed to be in the women's prison, separate from 
the men's section. | 

A few moments’ observation, however, indicated that she 
was helping the guard to decide which of the numerous 
visitors could be allowed to see their imprisoned leader, for 
- when Sham Rao's card was presented, Sarojini said, ““You had 
an interview yesterday. You cannot come again today.”’ 


‘But I have someone new with me today and she has come 
from far to see Bapu,”’ replied Sham Rao, bravely. 
‘Will she be able to come tomorrow?”’ 
~~ or 
“Well,” concluded Sarojini, “‘there are too many people 
today. Bapu cannot ‘¢ justice to ree all, so come again 
tomorrow at 10 a.m.’ 
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91. Gayi Jawani ! 


()* when she attended a mushaira, she narrated the 
story of a Pathan who met her in a shop. During the 
visit, the man from the North West. Frontier, an old | 
acquaintance, saw Sarojini while shopping and asked her if — 
she was Sarojini Naidu. 


On being assured that he was correct, the Pathan cried: — 
“Hai Gayi Jawani (alas, your youth 1s gone)”. The Pathan 
had last seen Sarojini twenty-five years earlier. 


Sarojini commented: ‘That was the frank and uninhibited | 
Pathan. A man from the United Provinces might have felt ! 
similarly, but he would never have blurted it out in a shop.”’ 


Her poem, To Youth, published in the Golden Threshold, 
reflects the transience of life and youth. 


| 
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O Youth, sweet comrade Youth, wouldst thou be gone? 
Long have we dwelt together, thou and I; 
Together drunk of many an alien dawn, 

And plucked the fruit of many an alien sky. 

Ah, fickle friend, must I, who yesterday 
Dreamed forward to long, undimmed ecstasy, 
Henceforward dream, because thou wilt not stay, 
Backward to transient pleasure and to thee? 

I give thee back thy false, ephemeral vow; 

But, O beloved comrade, ere we part, 

Upon my mournful eyelids and my brow 

Kiss me who hold thine image in my heart. 


Sarojini Devi 7 


92. From the Spinner. 


etter from Gandhiji to Sarojini - (one day prior to her 
birthday) 


February 12, 1940 
Segaon, Wardha 
Dear Old Singer, 


If old women like you need blessings from young men like 
me, your have my blessings for one more year being written 
off the account against you. May your song never fade. 


Love. 
Spinner 


Years later on Mahatma Gandhi's birthday (October 2, 
1947), Sarojini was due to retire shortly from _ her 
Governorship and hand over her duties to Dr. B.C. Roy. 
Characteristically, she wrote to Gandhiji, ‘““My days of being a 
she-lat (Lady Governor) are coming to anend... by the end of 
October, and I shall be a free bird out of the cage again... it is 
only rarely that I yield to my temptation to intrude on your 
thought or time if only as lightly and briefly as a butterfly. 
Today, I yeild both to the desire and temptation and send you 
one little word of greeting. I am now partially convinced that 
I am really a sweet old lady!”’ 
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93. Fire and Rhythm 


hough critical of her poetic worth, Sarojini could not 
stop herself from composing lyrical verses. She once 
remarked, “I have some beautiful poems floating in the air, 


and if the Gods are kind I shall cast my soul like a net and — 


capture them.” 


According to Arthur Symons, “it was the desire of beauty | 


that made her a poet. Her eyes turned towards beauty as the 
sunflower turns towards the sun, opening wider and wider 
until one saw nothing but the eyes.” 


Years later as a satyagrahi she found little time to pen her 
thoughts and emotions into poetry. 


And once when Journalist Pothan Joseph in an interview , 
with Sarojini Naidu asked her whether she did not miss the | 


pleasure of writing poetry - 


She said, after a moment’s reflection that it did not seem 


her ‘destiny’ and that life was more than literature. 


But when Joseph insisted on a clearer explanation 


Sarojini impatiently said, ““Truth is that I am so busy that | 
the sense of the fire and rhythm does not come into my head.” © 
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94. The Chef in charge 


| Frame the Quit India movement in August 1942, all 
the leaders were arrested. Sarojini, Gandhiji, Kasturba, 
Pyarelal, Mira Behn and Mahadev Desai were jailed in the 
Aga Khan's Palace in Poona and Jawaharlal, Maulana Azad 
and others in the Fort at Ahmednagar. The jail sentence, which 
lasted from August 8, 1942 to May 1944, showed the grim 
British intention not to be bullied into submission. 


Only Sarojini had the unique ability to turn the long jail term 
into a way of life. Much is revealed in her delightful letters to 
her daughter Padmaja. Her unique sense of humour sparing 
none including Gandhi. 


In one, dated September 16, 1942 she says: 


It is feeding time at the zoo. 11 a.m. The Chief Animal has 
to be fed first and what to do about getting ready and serving 
the rabbit food! Anyhow I being Chef-in charge am 
corrupting him into ways of civilized feeding, nasturtium 
salad, apple stewed in honey, buttered toast both butter from 
his favourite animal and pan-baked bread being produced in 
my back verandha! To my duty then before I fly to the room 
divided from mine by an anteroom, let me lodge a kiss on 
Numa's furry forehead and send you umpteen gallons of 
love.62. The Chef in charge 


Following the Quit India movement in August 1942, all the 
leaders were arrested. Sarojini, Gandhiji, Kasturba, Pyarelal, 
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Following the Quit India movement in August 1942, all the 
leaders were arrested. Sarojini, Gandhiji, Kasturba, Pyarelal, 
Mira Behn and Mahadev Desai were jailed in the Aga Khan's 
Palace in Poona and Jawaharlal, Maulana Azad and others in 
the Fort at Ahmednagar. The jail sentence, which lasted from 
August 8, 1942 to May 1944, showed the grim British 
intention not to be bullied into submission. 


Only Sarojini had the unique ability to turn the long jail 
term into a way of life. Much is revealed in her delightful 
letters to her daughter Padmaja. Her unique sense of humour 
sparing none including Gandhi. 


In one, dated September 16, 1942 she says: 


It is feeding time at the zoo. 11 a.m. The Chief Animal has 
to be fed first and what to do about getting ready and serving 


the rabbit food! Anyhow I being Chef-in charge am | 
corrupting him into ways of civilized feeding, nasturtium ~ 
salad, apple stewed in honey, buttered toast both butter from | 
his favourite animal and pan-baked bread being produced in | 
my back verandha! To my duty then before I fly to the room | 
divided from mine by an anteroom, let me lodge a kiss on | 
Numa's furry forehead and send you umpteen gallons of love. , 
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95, Tweedledum and Tweedledee 


S arojini writes of all the little episodes of her daily life, 
and conjures in her own light-hearted manner a picture 
of jail that is full of the life of its inmates, her daily activities, 
and comments on the books she reads. 


On October 28, she writes of Gandhi and Kasturba: 


There is an after-luncheon quiet in the house at the 
moment. They have all fed and fed well on their various diets. 
Little old Tweedledum is trying out a squirrel diet of nuts and 
fruit in place of his bakri diet of green leaves. Tweedledee, 
however, has developed a great and fast desire for food after 
her recent brief and not very serious illness. It has to be in her 
quaint English ‘very nice, not phika not masala,’ and I have to 
rack my brain everyday to make very nice diets for her. 


It is so touching to see them both in their belated 
internment honeymoon. Tweedledum teaches her how to 
chant her lessons and Tweedledee bullies him like any old 
virago of a wife. She has never had such a chance for more | 
than 60 years to be so continuously the centre of his life and 
thought !’ | | 


I wonder if you remember the poem “Toys.” Whenever I 
pass through the Little man's room and see his things set out 
(Urdu primer, Arabic Alphabet copy book, Ramayana, Life of 
Mme. Curie, Oxford Dictionary, spinning wheel, a vase of 
flowers, his bottle of honey and oil and little odd and wholly 
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superfluous medicaments), I think of that moving poem, all 
these things are the ‘toys’... there are no tears on the lashes 
half dried...but tears of blood, invisible and very crimson with 
anguish inside. 


However everyone here is a sport and plays the great game 
as it should be played and who is a greater sport than the little 
Tweedledum.”’ 


96. Plastic surgery 


ften it was her sharp repartee and humour that 

changed a difficult situation into one that could be 
laughed away. Even motor car accidents could not suppress 
her extraordinary ebullience. She was quite badly hurt on one 
occasion but she would often comment: 


“If there had been plastic surgery at the time I may not 
have been so ugly.”’ 


Alabaster 


Like this alabaster box whose art 

Is frail as a cassia flower, is my heart, 
Carven with delicate dreams and wrought 
With many a subtle and exquisite thought 


There I treasure the spice and scent 

Of rich and passionate memories blent 
Like odours of cinnamon, sandal and clove, 
Of song and sorrow and life and love. 
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97. On Gandhi’s greatness 


Ce Friday 10, 1943, Gandhiji began fasting. Sarojini 
narrates of an incident in her letter to her daughter. 


“You will be very touched when I tell you that last evening, 
the ninth day, he was very, very low, but at prayer time he 
remembered an old Marathi hymn that I like and instructed in 
a frail voice that it should be sung for that reason. His real 
greatness lies in his loving thought for everyone’s need and 
the unfailing courtesy of his mind and heart towards the 
humblest.” 


Her poem to Gandhi, The Lotus is expressive of her esteem 
and regard for a great soul. 


O mystic Lotus, sacred and sublime, 

In myriad-petalled grace inviolate, 

Supreme o’er transient storms of tragic Fate, 
Deep-rooted in the waters of all Time, 

What legions loosed from many a far-off clime 
Of wild bee hordes with lips insatiate, 

And hungry winds with wings of hope or hate, 
Have thronged and pressed round thy miraculous prime 
To devastate thy loveliness, to drain 

The midmost rapture of thy glorious heart.. 
But who could win thy secret, who attain 
Thine ageless beauty born of Brahma’s breath, 
Or pluck thine immortality, who art 

Coeval with the Lords of Life and Death ? 
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98. This Day That Age 


arojini Naidu in a poetic message issued on August 28, 
1946, from Delhi vividly describes her agony at the 
existent violence between communities in India. 


“The ‘Id’ moon rises in a sky, black with tragedy. I who all 
my life have shared with my dear unnumbered Muslim friends 
all their seasons of rejoicing, must, alas, on this occasion, 
share with them shame and sorrow and offer with them 
vicarious penance for the misdeeds of horror and violence of a 
section of Muslims, bringing unspeakable misery and 
destruction and so dishonouring their great Prophet and 
desecrating the beautiful gospel of brotherhood and peace 
revealed through him to the mankind in the sacred month of 
Ramzan. 


But I cannot exclude from this terrible indictment of blood 
guiltiness those belonging to other communities who, by 
equally brutal acts-whether of provocation or reprisal have 
violated all the traditions and ideals of their own faiths and 
broken the first laws of human compassion and sanity. 


To men and women of every community and creed in 
India, I send today an appeal dipped in my heart’s blood. 


Let us all offer together atonement for the recent crimes of — 


our own kith and kin against our own kith and kin, and let us 
strive with humility, courage and untiring patience to create, 
out of the very substance of disaster and death, lovely and 
abiding unity of purpose broad based upon a noble conception 
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of our common and indivisible national destiny..... | 


Mrs. Naidu concluded : “and so, when next year’s moon 
rises, may it be in a sky of translucent beauty and serenity 
when each shall greet the other, saying, ‘It is the new moon of 
hope and freedom. | 


Id Mubarak, my brother, Id Mubarak.” 


99. Bhangi De luxe 


arojini retained her right to be humourously critical 
even of her little man, Gandhiji. 


Knowing of the Mahatma’s habit of staying with the 
Birla’s and of his extraordinary economics, from making 
strings for ashramites, petticoats out of torn saris, to his items 
of simple diet that ranged from often unobtainable goat’s milk 
to leafy vegetables that might not be in season, Sarojini once 
said that it takes a millionaire to keep Gandhiji in poverty. 


* OK OK 


On yet another occasion, knowing how much it cost the 
Government to maintain the Bhangi colony in New Delhi in 
which the Mahatma insisted on living as a Bhangi among 
Bhangis, she once laughingly remarked, “I wonder if the 
Little man knows how much it costs-this business of living 
like a Bhangi.” 


On another occasion she referred to him as a “Bhangi de 
luxe’. 
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100. Jinnah 


er biographer, Padmini Sen Gupta, relates a charming 
anecdote, which bears out Sarojini's deep loyalty to 
Jinnah. 


Once in 1946, when Padmini went to see Mrs. Naidu and 
told her that she had written a book on ‘Some great leaders.’ 


Sarojini asked her if she had included Jinnah and when 
Padmini replied in the negative Sarojini was angry and 
immediately said: 


‘But Jinnah is a great man. You should have included him 
in your book.”’ 


Sarojini even dedicated a poem called Awake to her friend 
Jinnah whom she hailed as the ‘ambassador of Hindu-Muslim 
Unity.’ This poem, recited at the Indian National Congress 
meet at Bombay in 1915, conveys the idea that Mother India 
could be awakened only through the united efforts of all 
communities. 


‘‘Waken, O Mother! Thy children implore thee, 

Who kneel in thy presence to serve and adore thee! 

The night is aflush with a dream of the morrow, 

Why still dost thou sleep in thy bondage of sorrow? 
Awaken and sever the woes that enthrall us, 

And hallow our hands for the triumphs that callus !... 
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Hindus 


Parsees 


Mussalman : 


Christians 


All Creeds : 
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: Mother! The flowers of our worship have 


crowned thee! 


: Mother! The flame of our hope shall surround 


thee! 


Mother! The sword of our love shall defend 
thee ! 


: Mother! The song of our faith shall attend 


thee! 
Shall not our dauntless devotion avail thee? 


Hearken! O queen and O godess, we hail 
thee!”’ 


101. A reply in jest 


arojini Naidu had the gift of ee emotional 
situations with jest. 


When approached by a trembling admirer after her 
thundering oration at the Asian Relations Conference in Delhi 
in 1947 with the words, 


"Oh Mrs. Naidu, that was such a wonderful speech, I 


nearly wept," 


Sarojini turned to the girl and said, "Nearly wept? What do 


you mean? 


Everyone else was weeping !" 
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102. To be a good sweeper 


| bea attained Independence on August 15, 1947. 
mmediately afterwards, Sarojini Naidu became the first 
woman Governor of Uttar Pradesh (United Provinces), one of 
the larger States of India. On the eve of Independence, Sir. 
Francis Wylie, the last British governor of Uttar Pradesh 
wrote to Sarojini Naidu, “I am waiting to hand over the 
responsibilities. When are you arriving ?” 


“T shall come with a notebook and a pencil to learn the art 
of administration from you,” replied Mrs. Naidu. 


Sarojini proved herself to be one of the most outstanding 
Governors of free India. 


As the new Governor of Uttar Pradesh, Sarojini faced the 
rules made by Pandit Govind Vallabh Pant. He said, “I have to 
do away with many of the unnecessary amenities which the 
Governors had enjoyed earlier.” 


So a number of officials were retrenched. Only one 
secretary was allowed. The number of peons was reduced. 
Due to lack of servants, Sarojini decided to sweep the floors 


but she never lost her dignity. She administered a rude shock | 


to the Government House chaprasis when she began 


sweeping the drawing room with a broom in hand and | 


maintained the practice. 


“A good governor must be a good sweeper too.”’ She would 
Say. 
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103. Sarojini’s role in public life 


(): August 15, 1947, the Congress formed a 
government and also created a Constituent Assembly 
to prepare the Constitution of a free India. An extract of the 
proceedings of this Assembly, on December 11, 1946, 
displays the remarkable role she played in public life. 

The Chairman (Dr. Sachchidananda Sinha) : I shall now 
request Bulbul-i-Hind, the Nightingale of India, to address the 
House (laughter and cheers) not in prose but in poetry. (Mrs. 
Sarojini Naidu then went up to the rostrum amidst 
acclamation). , | 

Mrs. Sarojini Naidu (Bihar : General) : Mr. Chairman, the 
manner of your calling me is not constitutional. (laughter), 


The Chairman (Dr. Sachidananda Sinha) : Order, order, No 
reflection on the Chair please ! (Continued laughter). 


Mrs. Sarojini Naidu : It reminds me of some line of the 
Kashmiri poet who said : “Bulbul ko gul mubarak; gul ko 
chaman mubarak, rangeen tabiaton ko range sukhan 
mubarak,”’ 


And today we are steeped in the rainbow-coloured tints of 
speeches in praise of my great leader and comrade, Rajendra 
Prasad. (Cheers). 


I do not know how even poetic fancy can add yet another 
tint to the rainbow. So I will be modest, emulating the 
example of Rajendra Babu himself and confine myself, as a 
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woman should, to purely domestic issues, (laughter). We have 
all been taken in the chariot of oratory by our great 
philosopher, Sir Radhakrishnan, who seems to have 
evaporated from the scene (laughter). 


Sir Radhakrishnan : No, no, I am here ! (renewed 
laughter). 


Mrs. Sarojini Naidu : He has poured very eloquent wisdom 
on us. And also all the other speakers representing different 
provinces, sects, religions, and communities. 


I have the last word, no doubt, not because I am a woman, 
but because I am acting today as the hostess of the Indian 
National Congress who has gladly invited those not within her 
fold to come and participate with us in framing the 
Constitution, that shall be the immortal charter of India’s 
freedom.” 


104. Short of Nakedness 


nvitations to official parties carried a footnote about the 

dress to be worn. One such invitation prescribed 
churidar/pyjama_ and sherwani. A_ well-known writer 
supremely conscious of his talent wrote back saying; Mr... 
cannot attend the party because he has no sherwani and does 
not wear churidar/pyjama. As regards Mrs.... She does not 
exist. 


It was an inappropriate and highly impertinent reply. 


It appears Sarojini wanted a reply to be sent that he could 
come in any dress short of nakedness ! 
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105. Of Indian origin 


A hd Pradesh was the home of Urdu and Sarojini was 
greatly concerned over the language issue. She was 
well aware, as Governor, of how strong an advocate her own 
Minister of Education was of Hindi replacing both Urdu and 
English. 


Typical of Sarojini, during her inaugural address to the 
education Board she spoke for forty minutes and stated 
firmly: “I have heard people say that Urdu 1s the language of 
Pakistan. It was not born in Sind. It was born in India.” 


Proficient in Urdu, Sarojini’s love for the language grew 
with her from childhood days. On many occasions she is 
known to have quoted couplets, in Urdu. 


On one occasion in a speech she made at Allahabad she 
asked her audience to derive inspiration from one of Amir 
Khusro’s couplets, which she quoted. 


‘It is a stormy sea that we have to cross’, she said, ‘a storm- 
tossed sea in a crowded boat that may or may not stand the 
burden of our sorrow. But like Amir Khusro of old shall we 
not now say-even when the night’s dark, and the waves are 
high, and when there is a rush in the boat and there is no pilot 
(meaning Mahatma Gandhi who was in jail) - 


Nakhuda dar kashti-e ma gar na bashad go ma bash Ma 
khuda dareem ma ra nakhuda darker nest ? 


(What though there be no pilot in our boat ? We need him 
not. God is with us. We need no pilot.) 
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106. Address to the Students 


[ her Convocation Address to the Lucknow University 
.on December 9, 1947, she explained her chronic 
inability to write speeches in advance: — 


“T only know after I have delivered the address what I have 
said. 


It is an uncertain procedure which I do not recommend to 
anyone.” 


But she went on : Iam going to speak to those whom I love 
most on earth, the young generation and they will forgive me 
my lack of degrees, diplomas, parchments and robes, because 
they know that I am their friend, their champion and their 
comrade. 


* OK OK 


As Governor of U.P. and Vice Chancellor of Universities, 
she brought together people from all factions and ideologies. 
In a short time Sarojini was able to handle the agitation of 
University students. She had mastered the art of defusing 
tension with her wit and humour. 


ee i 


She proudly claimed, “In my green pastures here at | 


Lucknow, lions and lambs lie down together very pleasantly.” 
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107. Off with the Heads ! 


()** a visitor asked Sarojini what free India was going 
to do with all the statues of Victoria scattered through 
the land, and she answered with her tremendous sense of 
humour, 


“Cut off their heads and put mine in their place.” 


* OK 


The Gift of India. 


Is there aught you need that my hands withhold, 
Rich gifts of raiment or grain or gold ? 

Lo ! [have flung to the East and West 

Priceless treasures torn from my breast, 

And yielded the sons of my stricken womb 

To the drum-beats of duty, the sabers of doom. 


Can ye measure the grief of the tears I weep 

Or compass the woe of the watch I keep ? 

Or the pride that thrills thro’ my heart’s despair 
And the hope that comforts the anguish of prayer ? 
And the far sad glorious vision I see 

Of the torn red banners of Victory ? 
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108. A Quiet cup of tea ! 


nspite of all the political activities soon after her release, 


Sarojini spent most of her time at home and immensely — 


enjoyed this respite. 


Amarnath Jha, who went to Hyderabad in December 1943, © 


says that he received a letter from Sarojini Naidu asking him 
to have a “quiet cup of tea’’ with her one afternoon. 


But he found a party of over thirty and remarked, “Her 
idea of a quiet tea!’’ She was still very weak, but “inspite of 
her poor health, she was cheerful and vivacious as usual.”’ 


On September 11, 1947, Sarojini Naidu as Chancellor of 
Universities was invited to a party in the Senate Hall and in 
her speech she made many references to her friend, Amarnath 
Jha. 


: 
| 
| 
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She said that Prof. Jha was the first Allahabad student she . 
had met and that apart from having been a great Vice- 


Chancellor, he had remained her friend for over thirty years. 


Amarnath had a quiet dinner with Sarojini at Government ~ 


House that night. It was followed by a recital of poems by 
Hindi and Urdu poets. 


The next day, there was a reception at the Government 


House and Sarojini in the midst of a large crowd came to > 


Amarnath and said: “‘Don't stand here, smoking your big 
cigar. See that you have some refreshments and others have 
some too.” 


: 
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109. Grass meal 


hen Sarojini was asked if she had ever tried to 

follow Gandhi's strict rules in diet, she is said to 
have laughed and replied, ‘Good heavens, all that grass and 
goat's milk? Never, never, never.’ 


* OK OK 


Inordinately fond of good food, Sarojini never hesitated in 
asking her friends to take her out for a second meal after a 
formal dinner, which she described as ‘terrible.’ 


Once when Independence was declared, a formal dinner 
was held in the presence of Gandhi. Sarojini was served a 
plate of rice and vegetabies with dal and curds. 


After her meal she called her Doctor friend, Mr. Sen who 
was known for his love of cooking for appreciative guests. 


Sarojini rang him up, “‘Are you free? Good, I am coming 
over. I am starving !”’ 


She is said to have arrived in minutes, complaining 
vociferously, “I have just been subjected to a grass meal.”’ 


o, .% .¢ 
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110. To strike a woman dumb 


nce during a meeting that took place on March 23, 

1947 - at 11 a.m. at Purana Qila in a large pandal, a 
great gathering of delegates were present. Over 10,000 guests 
filled the pandal, consisting of foreign officials and visitors. 

As usual Sarojini wondered why a mere woman had been 
chosen to occupy such an honoured place but came to the 
conclusion that “India has always honoured women.”’ 

She continued, “‘I am so deeply moved when I behold this 
marvellous gathering of the nations of Asia, that almost, but 
only almost, I am stricken dumb. It takes so much to strike a 
woman dumb.” | 


She concluded her speech by welcoming the guests. 


111. This and that 


nce a member of the Council of State told Sarojini 
Devi that he had the privilege of taking senior ladies 
into dinner at banquets. 


Sarojini asked “‘Of what do you talk to them?”’ 
‘*What, you think I can't chit-chat, this-that?”’ 


‘Of course, you can chitchat, this-that; but how do you 
start a conversation?”’ persisted Sarojini. 


‘That's easy,” replied the member of the Council of State. 


“When the lady sits down and I sit down, I turn to her and 
ask, ‘“‘Madam, how old are you?”’ 
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112. Lime Juice 


i 1947, Sarojini stayed on in Delhi after the Asian 
elations Conference. 


She went to visit Mahatma Gandhi at noon. He was having 
his customary midday drink of hot water, lemon and honey, 
and she in her usual manner remarked, “‘What, hot lemonade 
in hot weather! Let me make you a nice, cool, refreshing 
lemon drink.” 


But Gandhiji persuaded Sarojini to taste his concoction 
instead, and Sarojini remarked that it was not so bad after all ! 


Pandit Jawaharlal Nehru arrived soon after and Sarojini 
Naidu ordered hot limejuice for him also, and Gandhiji set the 
whole company laughing by demanding royalties for the 
exploitation of his patent. 


Sarojini's reply was immediate,’’ Give me first my fee for 
acting as your advertising agent-have I not secured the 
patronage of India's future Prime Minister?” 


° 
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| 
113. The new laath saheb 


hen Sarojini Naidu, went to Lucknow, the whisper | 
went around hundred odd servants of the 
Government House that the “new laath saheb is a woman.” ' 


They felt nervous about serving her, but within a few days 
she put them at rest. g 


When her’ dramatic-actor brother, Harindranath : 
Chttopadhyay, came to stay with her, she arranged a musical | 
soiree to which she invited not only the local poets and — 
intellectuals of Lucknow, but she specially invited all the f 
servants of the Governor’s House who, initially, were’ 
reluctant to sit on the same carpets as the gentry of their city. ° 
The she asked Harin to sing some simple songs, specially to , 
entertian the servants, and when they heard the /aath saheb s! 
brother singing in their own dialect, they were reassured and ° 
amused. 


Harindranath was an accomplished poet, playwright, , 
musician, actor, socialist, rebel, traveller and the younger | 
brother of Sarojini. He began writing poetry when he was , 
eight years old. His first book “Feast of Youth’ was published - 
at the age of 19. His famous song Hindhi Chini Bhai Bhai and, 


Railgadi became very popular. | 


‘Thirst’ is one of the poems from the collection Edgeways 
dedicated to Sarojini Naidu. This was written in December. 
1944 while writing the film script on. “The legend of Lord 
Gautam Buddha.” 
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I have sung many songs by now 
And yet somehow, 

The songs that I have left unsung 
The word that I have left unchanted 
Thirst in the heart to find a tongue, 
The longing oft remains ungranted 
This lonely being of mine is hewn 
Out of some tune 

Which is not born, but yearns to be, 
Whose shadowy echo sobs and lingers 
About my music, making me 


The solitariest of singers... 


114. A noose of flowers 


(); one occasion, when Sarojini Naidu presided over 
the Annual session of the A.I.W.C., held in Bombay, 
she was overwhelmed with the garlands of flowers. 


Almost smothered by them, Sarojini said, “I don’t know 
whether I can be heard from beneath these flowers. But unless © 
you desist from placing more garlands round my neck I am 
likely to be hung by them as surely as the headman’s rope. I 
hope you girls are not trying to usurp the privilege of the 
British Government who may one day want to put the 
hangman’ noose round this rebel’s neck.” 
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115. Naughty, Naughty Children 


n interesting event took place in Sarojini's life in early 
1948. 


One day, she was returning to the Government House from 
the Magh Mela camp. She said that she had asked Lord 
Mountbatten the first Governor General of India, to see her 
before he spoke at the Benaras Hindu University, which he 
was scheduled to do later. Sarojini advised him to shake his 
finger at the students and say, “You naughty, naughty 
children.” 


Mountbatten replied, “Neither do I have the advantage of 
your sex nor your prestige to be able to get away with that.” 


116. A higher stage of truth 


hen Mahatma Gandhi was assassinated in 1948, no 

tribute paid to him by his grief-stricken countrymen 
was more moving than that of Sarojini Naidu, devoted 
disciple that she had been for twenty-seven years. 


She exclaimed : "He who was the apostle of peace has 
been taken to the cremation ground with all the honours of a 
great warrior. Far greater than all warriors who led armies to 
battle was this little man, the bravest and most triumphant of 
all." 


And she significantly recalled her father's words just 
before his own death : 


"There is no birth, there is no death. There is only the soul 
seeking higher and higher stages of the Truth." 
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117. Gandhi’s death 


n January 30, 1948, when Gandhi died it was said of 
him the ‘he died as kings die, at the height of their 
powers.’ 


When Sarojini saw women wailing over the dead body of 
this saintly man, who lay serene and covered with flowers 
with a bullet in his heart, she exclaimed, “What ts all this 
snivelling about ? Would you rather he died of old age and 
indigestion ? This was the only death great enough for him.” 


A day after the funeral, Sarojini broadcast to the people of 
India on February | : “May the soul of my master, my leader, 
my father rest not in peace, not in peace but let his ashes be so 
dynamically alive, let the powder of his bones be so charged 
with life and inspiration that the whole of India will after his 
death be revitalized into the reality of freedom. 


My father, do not rest. Do not allow us to rest. Keep us to 
our pledge. Give us strength to fulfil our promise, your heirs, 
your descendants, your stewards, the guardians of your 
dreams, the fulfillers of India’s destiny. You, whose life was 
so powerful, make it so powerful-in your death. Far from 
mortality you have passed mortality by a supreme martyrdom ~ 
in the cause most dear to you.” | 

* OK OK 

Months later, still mourning, Sarojini remarked on the 
occasion of Diwali, “This year neither the clay lamps of our 
villages nor the silver lamps of our cities will be kindled in 
honour of Dipavali, because the heart of India is. still 
mourning.” 


152 Sarojini Devi 


118. The Governor on line 


arojini's connection with the renowned family of 
Ramachandra Chatterjee had lasted over two 
generations, and she was fond of Kedar Chatterjee the Editor 
of the Modern Review and the illustrious son of Ramananda. 


It was in the year 1948, in early November, that Roma and 


her two sisters visited Lucknow for the first time. Before ; 


starting on their trip, they had called up Sarojini Naidu's 
sister-in-law; Smt. Usha Chattopadhyya-who was_ also 


planning to be in Lucknow at that time-and promised to look + 


her up. 


After their arrival they were put up at the local YWCA 
hostel. That same afternoon, just after lunch, Roma rang up 
Raj Bhavan in order to keep her promise. A deep voice 
answered in extremely polite Urdu, and wanted to know her 
business. Roma answered in very appalling Hindi and 
explained her reason for calling. The brief conversation 
continued till Roma reached a point where she gave her 
background. Here, she was pulled up unexpectedly, as the 
deep voice barked at her in crisp, correct and most perfectly 
pronounced English. 


‘““Why don't you speak in English, you foolish child? And 


what do you mean by saying that you are here, and intend to 
visit Usha only, and at that, in my house?”’ 


It was Sarojini Naidu herself, the Governor of Uttar © 


Pradesh, who was speaking to Roma ! 

Sarojini told Roma later that she always answered the 
phone in the lunch siesta period, giving the Raj Bhavan staff a 
rest. 
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119. A friend to all 


. Sieh was known for her compassion and interest in 
everybody she came across. 


Once Vijay Pathak, veteran freedom fighter and social 
worker, in search of a relative, inadvertently broke a police 
cordon round the Governor’s saloon along the Lucknow 
railway platform. 


The Governor, being Sarojini Naidu, saw from her window 
a young man grappling with one of her police guards. 
Recognizing him she sent her orderly to bring him to her. 


Finding that the Governor was herself interested in the 
young man, the Police Guard let him go with the orderly. 


Vijay Pathak, an old friend of Mrs. Sarojini Naidu, 
namaskered to her. But Mrs. Naidu was first, very severe and 
Strict. 


“Young man, do you know you could have been injured in 
the scuffle with the policeman, besides being locked up for 
hitting at a policeman in uniform ?” 

But then she relented and enquired about Vijay Pathak’s 
relatives..... his father, his uncles, his aunts and other 
members of his family. 


Only when the train was about to start, she let him go with 
a final admonishment. 


“Next time tell them you want to see me instead of 
scuffling with them.” 
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120. Memorable Convocation 


A: Chancellor of all Universities in U.P. Sarojini had to 
reside over several convocations and_ the 
introductory speeches that she made on those occasions were 
undoubtedly thought provoking. 


The Silver Jubilee special convocation of the Lucknow 
University held on Jan. 28, 1949 was the last one over which 
she presided. It was a memorable event. The University 
conferred Honorary Doctorates on several distinguished 
persons in the country. 

Pandit Nehru 


Pandit Nehru was the first to be presented. To him she said; 


? 


"How shall I describe you ? 


Crusader, poet statesman, dreamer, political and spiritual 
heir to Mahatma.... a leader, also our playmate and our friend 
and my brother and my son....." 


One day write another book. "India has fulfilled her 
destiny." 

So moved was Nehru that he raised his folded hands above 
his head and received the Degree in reverential silence. 
Pandit Pant 

To Pandit Pant, she said, "If I begin praising my Premier it 
will be like offering bribery and corruption. But I am not 
afraid because he has given me all that he could and I know he 
would be only too glad if he could do more.... | do not know 
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when he sleeps. I only know he has a bath. This man is a living 
symbol of vigilance for this province." 


(When Pandit goes to the bathroom he doesn't come out of 
it for hours together. The story goes that he disposes off all- 
important papers in his bathroom where he has a telephone.) 


Dr. Kailas Nath Katju 


The congregation roared with iniiphiter when she told Dr. 
Kailas Nath Katju, Governer of Bengal, "My dear fellow 
Governor, you are a joker, I am a joker and Governors are 
nothing but jokers in free India." 


Dr. K. S. Krishnan 


On introducing the great scientist Dr. K. S. Krishnan, 
Sarojini acclaimed him as a personification of humility in 
direct contrast to his master Sir. C. V. Raman who is 
supremely conscious of his worth as a scientist. To him 
Sarojini said : 

"You have laboured for science with disinterested love and 
with great ability and your work has brought you great fame. I 
am too stupid to understand all the learned implications of 
your work. But I have seen with dismay as well as pride your 
one great fault and that is, you are too modest and too 
unassuming. And in the cause of science you must be 
arrogant. Do not believe that being assertive in science is 
being conceited in yourself... Do not let me have to remind 
you a second time to hold up your chin and face the world 
because you have brought a message to the world." 


Maybe a dig at Sir C. V. Raman ! 
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Sir Shanti Swarup Bhatnagar 


To everyone's surprise she began to chide Sir Shanti | 


Swarup Bhatnagar, 


“How dare you become a eit to me by writing poetry ? 


As if it is not enough that you have conquered a large part 


of the scientific world, must you also invade my territory." 
Homi Bhaba 


To Homi Bhaba she said : "For three generations I have | 
known your family, your grandfather and your grandmother 
and father and now you, and I do not know, if I live long, how { 
many generations of Bhabas I will see. When you were a © 


schoolboy, your father who was really a great friend of mine, 


used to tell me all about you. When you went to Cambridge 


and became so illustrious, I was amazed and asked your 
father, "Well, Jehangir, how did you manage to proce such a 
brilliant son ?" 


Shri. Sampurnanand 


There was a commotion amongst students when the Vice- 
Chancellor read out Sampurnanand's name. When a section of 
the students started shouting "No, No", Sarojini turned 
towards them and said, "You will keep quiet while I am 
speaking." There was a pause for a minute and then pin drop 
silence. Sarojini continued... "a man honoured for his 
intellectual integrity would do his best for the young students 
of the country on whom lies the future destiny of India. 
Therefore I ask you to accord with me a tribute of praise to 
Shri. Sampurnanandji, our Education Minister." 


There was tremendous applause from the students and 
'those who came to scoff remained to pray.’ 
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121. Seventieth birthday 


arojini celebrated her 70" birthday in Delhi on 13" 
February 1949 and her whole family was there with 
her. There was her friend, Jawaharlal Nehru, too. 


That was her farewell to all she loved. She had a 
premonition of Death. 


“Are you going on a trip abroad this year ?” Kamala Devi 
asked her on that occasion. 


“No”, replied Sarojini, “I am packing up now for a longer 
journey.” And she pointed above, meaning the other world. 


Sarojini’s own epitaph Farewell expresses her philosophy 
of life and death - 


“Farewell, O eager faces that surround me, 
Claiming the tender services of my days 
Farewell, O joyous spirits that have bound me 
With the love-sprinkled garlands of our praise. 


“O Golden lamps of hope, how shall I bring you 
Life’s kindling flame from a forsaken fire ? 

O glowing hearts of youth how shall I sing you 
Life’s glorious message from a broken lyre ? 
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“To you what further homage shall I render, 
Victorious city gilded by the sea, 

Where breaks in surging tide of woe and splendour 
The age-long tumult of humanity ? 
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“Need you another tribute for a token 
Who reft from me the pride of all my years ? 
Lo ! I will leave you with farewell unspoken, i 


Shrine of dead dreams ! O temple of my tears !” 


Pe ee 
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122. Sarojini’s last words 


ust before her birthday on February 13, 1949, Mrs. 

Naidu went to Delhi. As she was getting into the 
Rastrapathi Bhavan car, she hit her head on the low roof of the 
car and it seems that she never really recovered from this 
blow. Her health deteriorated and on March 1“ she was given 
blood. After this she slept a little, and on waking later in the 
night asked the nurse to sing for her. 


All her life she had loved songs and her daughter, recalling 
her childhood, says of her : when she was frightened of the 
dark she would advance into a room, lustily singing “Jesus, 
Lover of My soul !” 


Years ago at the Shimla conference, seeing her unwell, 
Tara Ali Baig asked, “what is wrong with you ?” and she 
retorted with her usual spirit, “My child, it would be easier to 
tell you what is right with me !” But, having seen her, sick as 
she was, light up like a lamp fed with oil the moment anyone 
was near her, Baig remarked jokingly, “You will neither be ill 
nor could you die as long as there are people around you !” 
Baig had little inkling how prophetic this was to be. 


When the nurse finished singing, Sarojini said, “I don’t 
want anyone to talk to me.” These were her last words. 
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